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A bstra ct
This thesis argues that Richard Baxter’s approach to meditation was in continuity 
with an indigenous strain of Protestant meditation that arose in England late in the 
sixteenth-century. In keeping with this existing tradition within English practical 
divinity, Baxter held that meditation involved careful reflection upon spiritual truth in 
order to promote godly affections and practice. This approach displayed elements 
both of continuity and discontinuity with Roman Catholic counterparts. On the one 
hand, it was indebted to a pre-Reformation voluntarist stream of thought that 
emphasised love for God in the life of devotion. On the other hand, attentiveness to 
Protestant theological distinctives differentiated the method from certain Catholic 
approaches. Baxter shunned techniques and practices that he perceived to be 
idolatrous or unscriptural. Furthermore, he understood meditation to be a means of 
sanctification, enabling the practitioner to develop in holiness of life, but denied that 
any merit could be attached to such in the economy of salvation. Baxter’s particular 
contribution to the English meditative tradition related to meditating upon heaven. He 
elevated this practice to a new level of significance within English religious life and 
provided a specific method for its conduct. He was a zealous advocate for this 
spiritual exercise because he believed that it nourished Christian piety, and therefore 
could contribute to the further reformation of religious life in England that he and 
other Puritans believed was necessary, particularly in the face of threats from popery, 
antinomianism, and sectarianism. Baxter’s personal experience also bore witness to 
the life-changing effects the practice could elicit, which further encouraged his ready 
promotion of this holy exercise. Baxter’s method of heavenly meditation reflected his 
understanding of the workings of the human soul. While any spiritual advancement 
was dependent upon acts of divine grace mediated through the Holy Spirit, Baxter 
held that God usually conducted this work via the means of normal human 
functioning. The stages of meditation within Baxter’s schema were designed to 
facilitate the operation of the three faculties of the rational soul (intellect, will, and 
active power) in accord with their God-ordained ends, which would then elicit 
attitudes, feelings and behaviours that befitted those who ‘walked with God’. The 
evidence suggests that many practitioners found spiritual benefit in following 
Baxter’s methodology for meditation, and at certain times in certain places, the
u
practice may even have made a contribution to spiritual improvement at a communal 
level. For others, however, the demanding nature of the discipline begat negative 
psychological and spiritual consequences, such as guilt and despair. In the light of this 
outcome, it appears that for some believers, Baxter’s approach to meditation (and the 
life of piety more generally) heightened an existing tendency with Puritan practical 
divinity to foreground the place of duty in such a way that left them with a greater 
awareness of their spiritual incapacity.
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Introduction
Louis Martz has argued that Richard Baxter consciously re-introduced Roman Catholic 
devotional customs into Puritan thought and practice. According to Martz, the Puritans 
had set aside such traditions due to their appropriation of the Calvinist doctrine of grace, 
but with ‘shrewdness and dexterity’ Baxter revived the Catholic use of the senses in 
meditation and combined it with aspects of the Puritan approach to sermonising, resulting 
in a method of meditation that brought together ‘the best that both sides could offer in the 
service of devotion.’1 While Martz’s work contains many insights, it is the contention of 
this study that at this point he has failed to grasp the true logic of Baxter’s understanding 
of meditation. Baxter’s approach is best understood, not as an attempt to synthesise two 
rival traditions, but as an outworking of a set of factors arising from Baxter’s immediate 
context, personal beliefs and historical circumstances. Four key factors explain Baxter’s 
approach. First, it is true that Baxter does owe a debt to the western Catholic tradition of 
meditation. This dependence, however, is not primarily concerned with the appropriation 
of methods and techniques, but relates to his endorsement of a strain of thought that 
emphasised the importance of love for God in the life of true devotion. Second, far from 
being a radical synthesis of two competing approaches, Baxter’s methodology is 
essentially continuous with an existing indigenous strain of Puritan meditation that arose 
in England late in the sixteenth-century. Those differences that exist between Baxter and 
this tradition have less to do with Catholic intrusions, and more with his own stress upon
1 Louis L. Martz, The Poetry of Meditation: A Study in English Religious Literature of the Seventeenth 
Century, Revised ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962), 174.
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meditating on heaven and the clear method he outlines for this practice. Third, Baxter’s 
method is a consistent outworking of his intellectual framework. His perspectives on 
psychology, cosmology and soteriology all shape his approach and explain some of its 
distinctive features. Finally, the method cannot be separated from the man —Baxter’s 
views on meditation are influenced by his own history, experience and personality. 
Certain key events in his life were determinative in forging his intellectual and 
ideological commitments. Similarly, some of his particular emphases when writing on 
meditation and interacting with others on this topic make much more sense when 
considered in the light of his temperament. This study considers Baxter’s approach within 
its historical context and will elucidate these four concerns and explain their contribution 
to Baxter’s theory of meditation.
Martz was correct, however, in suggesting that Baxter made a distinctive 
contribution to Puritan thought and practice, and the exact nature of this contribution will 
also be considered in this study through examining the reception of his approach to 
meditation. Baxter provided the indigenous strain of Puritan meditation with a method for 
heavenly meditation that was adopted and utilised by many practitioners. Furthermore, 
Baxter’s desire that meditative practice would be a channel toward spiritual 
transformation, not only for individuals, but for communities and the nation as a whole, 
met with equivocal results. The evidence suggests that this discipline did shape the self, 
but in diverse ways. While many found his approach a means to the nourishment of their 
spiritual lives, for others it accentuated the tensions inherent within the tradition of 
Puritan piety to which Baxter belonged, producing a sense of inadequacy and guilt due to 
an inability to attain the standards deemed requisite in the performance of this duty in the
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life of godliness. In terms of the social impact of the practice, although there is some 
evidence that meditation and the other Puritan spiritual exercises did exert some influence 
at various times and in various places, Baxter’s hopes for wide-scale amendment of life 
were never realised.
The thesis of this study, therefore, is that Baxter was not the creator of a hybrid 
form of meditation within the western Christian tradition. Rather, he was a leading 
proponent within an existing tradition of Protestant meditative practice who made his 
own distinctive contribution by expounding a method for heavenly meditation and 
encouraging believers to pursue this method as a normative component of faithful 
Christian living, an achievement that provoked spiritual fervour as well as despondency.
The meaning of the term ‘meditation’
Due to the broad range of denotations and connotations attached to the term ‘meditation’, 
both within the history of Christian thought and within contemporary parlance, a brief 
comment concerning the meaning of this word is in order. This term, and similar 
metaphors such as contemplation, can be applied to mystical (or suprarational) 
experiences.2 Such meanings, while not absent from the Christian tradition, are most 
common within Eastern religion and New Age thinking. The primary meaning within this 
study, however, relates to a rational activity where the mind is fully engaged. In fact, it 
will become apparent that much of the meditation under discussion involves a heightened 
employment of the mind —a musing upon subjects with profound thoughtfulness.
2 Some scholars take the terms ‘mystical’ and ‘mysticism’ to refer to non-rational experiences; others apply 
the expressions to heightened experiential encounters with the divine. See the discussions in chapters one 
and three below.
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Somewhat synonymous terms, such as ‘consideration’, ‘deliberation’, and ‘rumination’, 
testify to the highly reflective nature of this activity. Yet most advocates for meditation 
that are discussed within this enquiry are chiefly concerned with the spiritual benefits that 
can flow from the practice, and thereby are also interested in how meditation can inflame 
godly affections and promote pious living. They usually offer directions to would-be 
practitioners so that the cognitive, affective and practical dimensions that they believe 
should be associated with the practice are forthcoming. Such advice differs in the level of 
specificity—at times complex techniques are prescribed; sometimes nothing more than 
general directions are provided. Meditation, therefore, is a focused activity involving 
mind and heart that requires lively involvement from the practitioner. Where the meaning 
of the term ‘meditation’ significantly diverges from this description, the surrounding 
discussion should make clear the nature of such differences.
The man Richard Baxter
It is appropriate to begin this investigation with a synopsis of Baxter’s life, since an 
understanding of his personal history provides an initial indication of some of the 
influences to which he was exposed, the nature of his theological position, and the 
character of his pastoral and literary ministry.3 Richard Baxter was born in unremarkable 
circumstances in Rowton, Shropshire, in 1615. Early spiritual influence came by means 
of his father, who, having found release from gambling addiction through private Bible
3 For more detailed biographical information on Baxter see N. H. Keeble, "Baxter, Richard (1615-1691)," 
in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Geoffrey F. Nuttall, Richard Baxter (London: Thomas 
Nelson, 1965); Frederick J. Powicke, A Life of the Reverend Richard Baxter 1615-1691 (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1924); Frederick J. Powicke, The Reverend Richard Baxter under the Cross (1662-1691) (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1927).
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reading, encouraged his son in the same discipline and bestowed upon him a strong sense 
of the significance of sin. Many in the village derided his father as a Puritan for his 
practice of reading the Scriptures instead of joining the townsfolk in dancing under the 
maypole, but this ridicule only strengthened the young Baxter’s religious convictions in a 
similar Puritan direction: ‘I was fully convinc’d that Godly People were the best, and 
those that despised them and lived in Sin and Pleasure, were a malignant unhappy sort of 
People.’4 A further grasp of spiritual realities occurred around the age of fifteen when he 
read certain devotional works: Bunny’s Resolution (a Protestant ‘correction’ of a Jesuit 
aid to the spiritual life) and some Puritan writings, including The Bruised Reed, by 
Richard Sibbes, and others by William Perkins.5 Thus from an early age Baxter was 
shaped by the Protestant emphasis upon Scripture and fell under the influence of Puritan 
practical divinity.
Baxter’s education provides further insight into his intellectual heritage and 
temperament. His early teachers commended his academic ability and while this 
furthered his learning, Baxter reveals that it also fed his pride.6 Instead of attending 
university, he followed the advice of a particular master and studied under a chaplain at 
Ludlow, Richard Wickstead, who lacked the scholarly ability to be of much assistance to 
Baxter. After 18 months at Ludlow, he returned to his father’s home and undertook some 
tutoring in logic from Francis Garbett, a Wroxeter minister. This provided the impetus ‘to
4 Baxter, Reliquiae Baxterianae: Or, Mr. Richard Baxter's Narrative of the Most Memorable Passages of 
His Life and Times (London, 1696), I. i, 1-3. Cf. ‘The Preface’, Baxter, Richard Baxter's Catholick 
Theologie: Plain, Pure, Peaceable for Pacification of the Dogmatical Word-Warriours (London, 1675), 
sig. a2v.
5 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 3-4.
6 Ibid., I. i, 2.
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a closer Course of Study. ’ 7 Despite the fact that by this point Baxter effectively was an 
autodidact, his intellectual priorities were taking shape—what mattered most was ‘first to 
seek God’s Kingdom and his Righteousness ... and to determine first of my Ultimate 
End. ’ 8 Thus his studies in Divinity had primacy over other topics. Nonetheless even 
within this field Baxter granted precedence to endeavours that provided the greatest 
spiritual nourishment: ‘to study Practical Divinity first; in the most Practical Books, in 
the most Practical Order; doing all for the informing and reforming of my own Soul. ’ 9 
He found the writings of Puritan authors noteworthy in this regard. 10 He also immersed 
himself in works of medieval scholasticism, finding that these authors with their concern 
for ‘Distinction and Method’ suited his disposition. * 11 This highlights an area where 
Baxter’s personality and intellectual agenda conjoin -  his penchant for order. He admits 
that he ‘could never ... endure confusion,’ and a scholastic legacy at the level of 
methodology and definition is evident throughout the body of his writings. 12 Baxter 
continued to benefit from reading and found in books what was lacking in his formal 
education. Over time he amassed a very substantial library that exposed him to even 
wider intellectual influence. 13 Hence his studies and reading indicate that while Puritan 
priorities were of great significance to him he accessed a much broader scholarly 
heritage.
7 Ibid., I. i, 4-5.
8 Ibid., I. ¡ ,5 .
9 Ibid.
10 See, for example, Baxter, A Christian Directory, or a Body o f  Practical Divinity (London, 1673), PW I, 
478-9 ,7 3 0 ,7 32 .
11 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 6.
12 Ibid.
13 The contents o f his library and the extent of his reading are discussed in greater depth early in chapter 
one.
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At about twenty years of age, Baxter fell under the influence of some ‘godly 
Nonconformists’.14 He was impressed by their piety, but as he explored the 
nonconformist agenda more deeply he found fault with the lack of charity and tendencies 
toward separation. This concern for unity amongst Protestant believers remained with 
him throughout his life. It spurred him to adopt a leadership role among like-minded 
pastors in his county and became a theme within much of his writing. While he concurred 
with the nonconformists on some disputed points, Baxter held no conscientious objection 
to subscription and was ordained.16 However, when Archbishop Laud imposed the Et 
Cetera oath in 1640 during Baxter’s second ministry position at Bridgnorth, Shropshire, 
he began to think that the Episcopal system operating within England was a hindrance to 
effective ministry and to the further religious reform that he believed was necessary 
within the nation.16 Such an understanding was in keeping with much Puritan thought at 
this time.
In 1641 Baxter was invited to the position o f‘lecturer’ at Kidderminster, 
Worcestershire, from whence he exercised a remarkable pastoral ministry for nearly 
twenty years. It was during a period of absence from this post, however, that the most 
significant events in forming his theology and pastoral methodology took place. The first 
English Civil War (1642-1646) had a profound impact upon him and occasioned the 
change of circumstances. With the encouragement of some of his fellow ministers, Baxter 
consented to serving as a chaplain to Colonel Whalley’s forces in the Parliamentary
14 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 12.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid., I. i, 15-16.
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Army.17 Baxter found that Anabaptism, antinomianism and separatism were rife amongst 
those seeking to further Cromwell’s cause and this disturbed him greatly. He believed 
that both church and state would be damaged by such influence and became convinced 
that holiness was of the very essence of the Christian life. He developed an idiosyncratic 
view of the doctrine of justification that sought to counter any potential antinomian 
elements within the Reformed system, a standpoint that evoked extensive criticism from 
a number of his Protestant contemporaries. His concern for godly living and the good of 
wider society, however, were consistent with existing Puritan priorities.
Upon returning to Kidderminster in 1647, Baxter began to implement what he 
believed to be a true and faithful pastoral work in the Puritan mould, which focused upon 
thoroughgoing conversion, catechetical instruction and effective church discipline. His 
army experience also further forged his anti-separatist tendencies and he was a key figure 
in creating an association of ministers in Worcestershire that became a model for similar 
groups throughout the country. Through these measures Baxter sought to promote 
‘laborious holiness’ and national reformation.18 It was in the early phase of this second 
stage of his Kidderminster ministry that his interest in meditation became evident. He 
published The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, a treatise based upon his own contemplations 
upon the eternal rest promised to the faithful. Having found such personal benefit from 
this work at a time when he was preparing for what he believed to be his impending 
death, he became a zealous advocate for the practice of heavenly meditation.
17 Baxter had declined an earlier invitation from Cromwell to serve as a chaplain, a decision that he later 
regretted. See Ibid., I. i, 51.
18 Paul Chang-Ha Lim, "The Reformed Pastor by Richard Baxter (1615-1691)," in The Devoted Life: An 
Invitation to the Puritan Classics, ed. Kelly M. Kapic and Randall C. Gleason (Downers Grove, Illinois: 
I VP, 2004), 154.
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The nature of Baxter’s ministry took a significant turn upon the Restoration of the 
monarchy in 1660, but he never deviated in his commitment to certain Puritan principles. 
He had hoped for a religious settlement that could encompass an appropriate breadth of 
Protestant viewpoints and would embrace the ministers not episcopally ordained during 
the commonwealth period. Yet Baxter’s lobbying on behalf of the Nonconformists failed 
to convince the restored Anglican party and, along with nearly 2,000 other ministers, in 
1662 he was deprived of his right to serve in a parish. This did not put an end to his 
pastoral labours, however. Freed from the demands of parish life he continued to read 
extensively and increased the tempo of his writing and publishing. He also corresponded 
widely and preached, at times, in a variety of settings. Through written and personal 
contact he continued to exercise a cure of souls. In addition he became a key leader and 
spokesperson for the nonconformists and pressed for them to be welcomed into the 
Church of England. His convictions led to him at times falling foul of ecclesiastical and 
civil authorities and he was imprisoned on two occasions. Yet throughout this period he 
consistently sought to further godly reform within church and nation. He died in 1691.
Baxter, therefore, was exposed to extensive Puritan influence and that influence is 
evident in much of his pastoral strategy. He remained committed to central Puritan 
convictions such as the importance of holiness and the need to continue the work of 
spiritual renovation throughout all aspects of society. As this study will outline, however, 
at key points Baxter demonstrates an independence of thought, such as his approach to 
the doctrine of justification. He was not a slavish follower of traditional viewpoints, 
being prepared to challenge positions that he believed lacked coherence or were 
conducive of pastoral errors. This feature of Baxter’s scholarly pursuits, as well as the
9
fact that he had an extensive intellectual deposit from non-Puritan sources that he could 
draw upon if he desired, suggest that he had the means to construct an innovative method 
of meditation along the lines suggested by Martz if he so desired. This study will 
demonstrate the precise nature of the influence of Puritan and Catholic traditions upon 
Baxter’s approach to meditation.
Historiographical survey
The historiographical issues in this enquiry relate mainly to two areas of scholarly effort: 
investigations of Puritan meditation and more specifically, studies that consider Baxter’s 
approach to this devotional practice. While some work has traversed both fields, a lacuna 
is apparent. There has been no thorough examination of meditation in Baxter’s oeuvre 
that encompasses his location within the broader stream of Puritan meditation as well as 
placing his views within the context of his overall thought. It is the contention of this 
study that a neglect of either strand undercuts a coherent understanding of his position 
and leads to the type of misunderstanding found in the work of Martz.
Most studies of Puritan meditative texts have issued from literary scholars, eager 
to explore this genre of writing and in particular, its impact upon seventeenth-century 
English poetry. This is the thrust of Louis Martz’ work. His thesis is that Jesuit and other 
sixteenth-century Catholic approaches to meditation penetrated the literary mind of the 
seventeenth-century. He considers a range of these Catholic treatises produced in the 
latter half of the sixteenth and first half of the seventeenth centuries and perceives a 
‘remarkable similarity in fundamental procedure’ due to the widespread influence of the
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Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola.19 This method adopted techniques that utilised 
the imagination, such as composition of place and visualisation on the Passion, was 
prepared to employ the senses for religious ends, and sought to engage all the powers of 
the soul to heighten the effectiveness of the practice. According to Martz, Baxter directly 
appropriated such a Jesuit model. He cites as evidence similarities in sequence and 
terminology pertaining to both the Ignatian and Baxterian methods.20 Martz does not, 
however, grant sufficient weight to significant theological differences between the two 
approaches, nor consider Baxter’s historical location in an already existing English 
Protestant strand of meditation.
Frank Huntley’s work on Bishop Joseph Hall21 makes reference to this Protestant 
tradition. Hall’s treatise, The Art of Divine Meditation, published in 1606, had a 
formative influence on many later Puritan authors. Huntley believes that Hall prepared 
the way for a distinctly Protestant and English mode of meditation, an approach that was 
in marked contrast with the Jesuitical model. Although it follows a ‘method’, Hall’s 
approach is flexible and suggestive rather than tightly articulated. Huntley perceives 
differences in the two approaches at a number of levels. Philosophically, the Puritan 
approach is Platonic rather than Aristotelian; psychologically it is Augustinian as 
opposed to Thomistic; its theology is Calvinistic; it is closer in form to the sermon than to 
penitential prayer; and it employs a more extensive range of subject matter.22
19 Martz, Poetry of Meditation, 25.
20 Ibid., chap. 4.
21 Frank Livingstone Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall and Protestant Meditation in Seventeenth-Century 
England: A Study with the Texts of the Art of Divine Meditation (1606) and Occasional Meditations (1633), 
Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies (Binghamton, New York: Center for Medieval & Early 
Renaissance Studies, 1981).
22 Ibid., 4-5.
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There is substantial evidence that strong lines of influence run from Hall’s work 
to Richard Baxter. Baxter favourably cites Hall’s book in one of his key treatises on 
meditation, The Saints' Everlasting Rest, and their approaches coincide at a number of 
points. Both men were wed to the notion that knowledge of God must always issue in 
practical Christian living, and thus were critical of those authors who suggested that a life 
of seclusion and contemplation was indicative of a higher spirituality. Yet they were 
prepared to draw upon the insights of those in the Catholic contemplative tradition, not 
from sixteenth-century Catholic thought, but from the period prior to the Protestant 
Reformation. When the marginal notes of The Art of Divine Meditation and The Saints' 
Everlasting Rest are examined, there is a significant overlap in the authors who are cited, 
including Augustine, Bernard and the fourteenth-century mystic, Jean Gerson. Both also 
were prepared to press into service the senses and the imagination as vital aids to this 
Christian duty. From this it can be seen that Baxter’s method had at least some Protestant 
precedent, contra the suggestion of Martz.
These similarities between Hall and Baxter also call into question Milo 
Kaufmann’s23 claim that they belonged to divergent traditions of Puritan meditative 
practice. Kaufman identifies Hall as the originator of the central Puritan tradition, later 
appropriated by Isaac Ambrose and Edmund Calamy, which grants no place to the 
imagination or the senses. The other strand, termed ‘heavenly meditation’ by Kaufmann, 
was quite different. In this approach every earthly thing could function as a means to the 
great end of Christian living, heavenly rest. This second tradition was not averse to 
making use of the senses and was willing to reinstate the imagination as a faculty worthy
23 U. Milo Kaufmann, The Pilgrim's Progress and Traditions in Puritan Meditation, ed. Benjamin Christie 
Nangle, vol. 163, Yale Studies in English (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966).
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of respect. Kaufmann identifies this tradition with Richard Sibbes and Richard Baxter. 
Huntley and Richard McCabe24 have rightly argued that the evidence does not bear out 
Kaufmann’s conclusions, and they demonstrate how Hall’s method required the use of 
the imagination and his meditations were filled with sense impressions.25 Once more, this 
demonstrates elements of continuity between Baxter and earlier Protestant writers.
However, Huntley’s work suffers from its own difficulties. His neat set of 
dichotomies, noted above, which prevent any admixture between the Puritan and Catholic 
traditions, also oversteps the evidence. For example, to claim that philosophically the 
Puritan tradition is Platonic while the Catholic is Aristotelian is an over-simplification. In 
the case of Baxter, Aristotelian teleology underpins his theological system.26 The findings 
of the present study are more in line with the insights of Barbara Lewalski, who 
acknowledges Roman Catholic influence upon English Protestant meditation yet also 
concedes that over time ‘a distinctively Protestant meditative theory and literature’ 
developed,27 a conclusion in keeping with Helen White’s earlier study of the devotional 
literature of England in the first four decades of the seventeenth-century.28 Martz may 
have over-emphasised Baxter’s indebtedness to Catholic precedents, but to reject any 
such influence is to fall into the opposite error.
A significant advance in the study of Puritan meditation occurred with Simon 
Chan’s doctoral research.29 Noting the genesis of the secondary literature mentioned
24 Richard A. McCabe, Joseph Hall: A Study in Satire and Meditation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982).
25 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 44; McCabe, Joseph Hall, 178.
26 Carl R. Trueman, The Claims of Truth: John Owen's Trinitarian Theology (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 
1998), 53.
27 Barbara Kiefer Lewalski, Donne's Anniversaries and the Poetry of Praise: The Creation of a Symbolic 
Mode (Princeton University Press, 1973), 77.
2K Helen C. White, English Devotional Literature [Prose] 1600-1640, vol. 29, University of Wisconsin 
Studies in Language and Literature (New York: Haskell House, 1966).
29 Simon K. H. Chan, "The Puritan Meditative Tradition, 1559-1691" (Ph.D, Cambridge, 1986).
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above from the arena of literary scholarship, he highlighted the need for an historical 
investigation of the theme of Puritan meditation. He traces the progressive development 
of the practice amongst the Puritans from the late sixteenth to the late seventeenth 
centuries, drawing attention to a movement towards greater methodisation of meditative 
practices over this period. The similarities to Catholic meditation and devotion are noted, 
even to the extent of structuring his discussion of some of the material around the 
concepts of ‘The Three Ways’30 and ‘Sainthood’. But it could be asked whether Chan has 
accented the affinities between Catholic and Puritan devotion in a way that neglects key 
differences, such as the significance of the doctrines of justification by faith and union 
with Christ within the Puritan theological schema, and the impact of these doctrines upon 
their approach to piety. His discussion of meditation in Richard Baxter, however, 
although not comprehensive, demonstrates Baxter’s essential continuity with an ongoing 
tradition of Protestant meditative practice. His treatment suggests that if there are 
distinctive elements in his approach, they are more at the level of emphasis than 
substance, such as Baxter’s stress upon heavenly meditation and his clear articulation of 
meditative method.31
The work of Jean Williams has helpfully exposed the experiential element within 
Puritan piety.32 She demonstrates that meditation was one of a number of means utilised 
by the Puritans to give expression to their communion with God. The practice could 
evoke joy and delight, and Williams describes this aspect of Puritan devotional life as
30 Within Catholic devotion, the doctrine of the ‘three ways’ is a classic means of expressing the nature of 
the Christian life as a three-stage process: Purgation, Illumination, and Union.
31 Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 136.
32 Jean Williams, "The Puritan Quest for the Enjoyment of God: An Analysis of the Theological and 
Devotional Writings of the Puritans in Seventeenth Century England" (Ph.D, University of Melbourne, 
1997).
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‘mystical’. This ascription, however, refers not to depersonalising or suprarational 
experiences, but to the affectionate element of the life of faith that Puritans believed was 
the true heritage of those who held a Reformed perspective on the doctrine of God and 
his salvific purposes. Arie de Reuver examines the same experiential dimension within a 
movement that drew upon and complemented English Puritanism — the seventeenth- 
century Dutch Further Reformation (Nadere Refor matie).33 His analysis highlights how 
this movement shared common elements with the spirituality of Bernard of Clairvaux and 
Thomas a Kempis. Key figures in the Further Reformation, such as Willem Teellinck and 
Herman Witsius emphasised emotional love for God in a manner echoing the mysticism 
of Bernard. It was a spirituality of the heart that sought this deep affectional response by 
means of Scripture and the operation of the Holy Spirit. This accent upon love for God 
within their thought did not overturn the priority assigned to faith within Protestant 
theology, but de Reuver believes that Luther and Calvin were more restrained with regard 
to mystical experience than is found in these later authors.34 Similar emphases to those 
described by Williams and de Reuver are apparent in the work of Baxter, as this study 
will demonstrate. Other brief discussions of Puritan meditation are provided by Stephen 
Yuille35 and Joel Beeke.36
But what of studies more specifically directed to Baxter’s views on the theory and 
practice of meditation? Perhaps the most significant work is that of John Knott, Jr.37
33 Arie de Reuver, Sweet Communion: Trajectories of Spirituality from the Middle Ages through the 
Further Reformation, trans. James A. De Jong, Texts and Studies in Reformation and Post-Reformation 
Thought (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2007).
34 Ibid., 281-3.
35 J. Stephen Y uille, Puritan Spirituality: The Fear of God in the Affective Theology of George Swinnock, 
Studies in Christian History and Thought (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2007), chap. 8.
36 Joel R. Beeke, Puritan Reformed Spirituality (Webster, NY: Evangelical Press, 2004), chap. 4.
37 John R. Knott Jr, The Sword of the Spirit: Puritan Responses to the Bible (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1980).
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Knott examines Baxter’s approach to meditation by considering The Saints' Everlasting 
Rest. He notes Baxter’s appropriation of a wide variety of influences but maintains that 
these ‘do not alter the fundamentally Puritan emphases’ of his work.38 The strength of 
Knott’s discussion is his location of Baxter’s method within existing meditative 
traditions. He is alert to both continuities and discontinuities in the way Baxter frames his 
approach and has grasped the importance of ‘heaven’ within his conception of the 
devoted life, a point that this study will demonstrate. What is missing in Knott’s 
discussion is recognition of how the broader contours of Baxter’s pastoral agenda and 
intellectual understanding shape his perspective on meditation.
Another lucid account of Baxter’s views on meditation is the final chapter in J.I. 
Packer’s dissertation, The Redemption and Restoration of Man in the Thought o f Richard 
Baxter.39 Packer situates his analysis in Baxter’s deep concern for the believer to live now 
in the light of the life to come (‘heavenly mindedness’). The method and benefits of 
heavenly meditation are described and Packer demonstrates how the practice has a crucial 
role within Baxter’s scheme of sanctification. Yet, as one would expect in a monograph 
addressed to a much more expansive topic, questions remain. His comments on Baxter’s 
continuity with a Christian tradition of meditation and how the practice of meditation fits 
within his overall pattern of thought are suggestive, but require further exploration and 
development. The discussion pertains to heavenly meditation, but Baxter has more to say
38 Ibid., 65.
39 Now published as J. I. Packer, The Redemption & Restoration of Man in the Thought of Richard Baxter 
(Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 1954,2003).
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on the theme of meditation than this alone. An engagement with a wider range of 
Baxter’s works is necessary to fill out the picture.40
Herrick Ping-tong Liu’s study of Baxter’s spirituality41 and N. H. Keeble’s 
monograph on Baxter’s literary career42 both have noteworthy chapters on meditation but 
once again lack comprehensiveness. While demonstrating some critical differences at the 
theological level between Baxter and the mystical and monastic traditions, Liu follows 
the lead of Ladell43 in affirming a mystical dimension to Baxter’s thought.44 
Unfortunately, Liu’s discussion is abstracted from the historical context of Baxter’s 
ministry —the nation was in vital need of further reform and Baxter’s endorsement of 
meditation must be understood within this setting. Keeble accents how the senses 
function in Baxter’s schema and how meditation upon the creatures can serve spiritual 
ends, but how these matters cohere with his overall theological understanding is not 
explored.
Thus, while a range of Baxter’s concerns have received scholarly attention —his 
views on justification45 and voluntarism46, his understanding of pastoral ministry47, his
40 Packer interacts principally with three Baxter treatises: The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, The Duty of 
Heavenly Meditation, and Dying Thoughts.
41 Herrick Ping-tong Liu, Towards an Evangelical Spirituality: A Practical-Theological Study of Richard 
Baxter's Teaching and Practice of Spiritual Disciplines with Special Reference to the Chinese Cultural 
Context, Jian Dao Dissertation Series 8/ Theology and Culture 3 (Hong Kong: Alliance Bible Seminary, 
2000).
42 N. H. Keeble, Richard Baxter: Puritan Man of Letters (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982).
43 A. R. Ladell, Richard Baxter: Puritan and Mystic (London: SPCK, 1925).
44 Liu, Towards an Evangelical Theology, 99ff.
43 Hans Boersma, A Hot Pepper Corn: Richard Baxter's Doctrine of Justification in Its Seventeenth- 
Century Context of Controversy (Zoetermeer: Uitgeverij Boekencentrum, 1993).
46 Gavin J. McGrath, "Puritans and the Human Will: Voluntarism within Mid-Seventeenth Century English 
Puritanism as Seen in the Works of Richard Baxter and John Owen" (Ph.D., Durham, 1989).
47 J. William Black, Reformation Pastors: Richard Baxter and the Ideal of the Reformed Pastor, Studies in 
Evangelical History and Thought (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2004).
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viewpoint on antinomianism48 and his ecclesiology49, for example—there is no in-depth 
treatment of his perspective on this matter that lay so close to his heart—meditation. The 
survey above demonstrates the need for further research on this theme. What exactly are 
the connections between his position and other streams of meditative practice? What are 
the distinctive features in Baxter’s approach? Why does he, as a committed Protestant, 
place such emphasis upon the senses and the imagination in his method of meditation? 
How does his stance fit within his overall theological and intellectual understanding and 
his views on the nature of ministry? This study will seek to answer these questions.
The meaning of ‘Puritanism’
To this point the validity and utility of the terms ‘Puritan’ and ‘Puritanism’ have been 
assumed; yet, considering the abiding complexities that surround them, further comment 
is warranted. Some scholars have argued that the concerns over the meaning of these 
terms are so pronounced that they ought to be discarded (e.g., C. H. George), or at least 
significantly redefined (e.g., Paul Christianson).50 But, as noted by Patrick Collinson, the 
danger here is ‘to elevate taxonomy to a point where it almost replaces history,’ a 
problem that ‘has been the bane of the whole debate about the meaning of Puritanism’.51 
The fact remains that there were real people who really were called Puritans. And from
48 Tim Cooper, Fear and Polemic in Seventeenth-Century England: Richard Baxter and Antinomianism 
(Aldershot, Hants: Ashgate, 2001).
49 Paul Chang-Ha Lim, In Pursuit of Purity, Unity, and Liberty: Richard Baxter's Puritan Ecclesiology in 
Its Seventeenth-Century Context, vol. CXII, Studies in the History of Christian Traditions (Leiden: Brill, 
2004).
50 C. H. George, "Puritanism as History and Historiography," Past and Present 41 (1968): 77-104, Paul 
Christianson, "Reformers and the Church of England under Elizabeth I and the Early Stuarts," Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 31, (1980), 463-82.
51 Patrick Collinson, "A Comment: Concerning the Name Puritan," Journal of Ecclesiastical History 31, 
(1980), 486.
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thence arises some of the confusion. Being initially a term of abuse, most people shunned 
the designation, even those whom historians would normally classify under this label.52 
Furthermore, Puritanism never existed as a clearly definable entity. It was a malleable 
movement that ‘inevitably altered to reflect the evolving priorities and preoccupations of 
church, state and people.’53 Thus caution is necessary as one moves towards a definition.
Any tendency simply to align the fortunes of the Puritans with the policies and 
attitudes of ecclesiastical and monarchical powers towards them will not do. Jacqueline 
Eales has demonstrated a range of continuities within Puritanism, both intellectual and 
social, throughout the time of the Elizabethan Settlement until the Civil War.54 That is, 
the Puritan movement continued even when official policy would lead one to believe that 
it was a spent force. It is better, therefore, to follow the lead of scholars such as 
Collinson, Lake, and Spurr, and recognise that Puritanism is not bound up with a 
commitment to separatism or a specific form of church government or the like, but rather 
with a particular religious sentiment.55 It designates a group dissatisfied with the extent of 
reform within the established church, who held certain emphases on how life should be 
lived before God, not only at the personal level, but also within the church, the
52 Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales, "Introduction: The Puritan Ethos, 1560-1700," in The Culture 
of English Puritanism, 1560-1700, ed. Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales, Themes in Focus 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 2-3.
53 Ibid., 4.
54 Jacqueline Eales, "A Road to Revolution: The Continuity of Puritanism, 1559-1642," in The Culture of 
English Puritanism, 1560-1700, ed. Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales, Themes in Focus 
(Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan Press, 1996), 184-209.
55 Patrick Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (London: Jonathan Cape, 1967); Collinson, 
"Comment."; Peter Lake, Moderate Puritans and the Elizabethan Church (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982); Patrick Collinson, "Puritan Identities," Journal of Ecclesiastical History 35 
(1984), 112-23; John Spurr, English Puritanism, 1603-1689, Social History in Perspective (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1998); Patrick Collinson, The Religion of Protestants: The Church in English Society 1559- 
1625 (The Ford Lectures 1979) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982); John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim, 
"Introduction," in The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Patrick Collinson, "Antipuritanism," in The Cambridge 
Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008).
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community and the nation. They were the ‘hotter sort of Protestants,’56 distinguishable 
from the general religious temper of the nation by their lively faith and active piety, and 
their commitment to see the work of reformation completed and godliness promoted 
throughout the land. As Como has noted, in pursuing this agenda the Puritans shared a set 
o f ‘cultural traits’— ‘devotion to word-cantered religion, shared modes of speech and 
behaviour, an affection for Calvinist or Reformed divinity, deep suspicion of Popery in 
all its forms,’ etc.—that distinguished them from other groupings within the religious 
landscape.57 Such an understanding ought not to be viewed as the casting of a throw rug 
over the Puritan landscape to disguise its divergent forms and inner tensions. In fact, a 
definition that emphasises zealous religious commitment is able to make some sense of 
the connections between the different groupings traditionally associated with 
Puritanism —the conservative element who preferred to be known as ‘the godly’, and 
more radical or sectarian constituents—as well as the fissiparous tendencies linked with 
the movement.58 This historical entity, therefore, although soft around its edges, does 
have a recognisable core of beliefs and practices that validates the use of the descriptor 
‘Puritan’.
56The expression was used by the pamphleteer Percival Wilburn, A Checke or Reproofe ofM.  Howlet's 
Untimely Schreeching (1581)., cited by Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 27.
57 David R. Como, Blown by the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian Underground in 
Pre-Civil-War England (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2004), 29.
58 See the discussion in John Coffey, "Puritanism, Evangelicalism and the Evangelical Protestant 
Tradition," in The Emergence o f Evangelicalism: Exploring Historical Continuities, ed. Michael A. G. 
Haykin and Kenneth J. Stewart (Nottingham: Apollos, 2008), 255-61, and Como’s recent study that 
‘envisions Puritanism not as a homogeneous ideology, but as a fractured landscape,’ which demonstrates 
the connections between the more orthodox Puritans and sectarian groups. Como, Blown by the Spirit, 31. 
See also David R. Como, "Radical Puritanism, c. 1558-1660," in The Cambridge Companion to 
Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Peter 
Lake, The Boxmaker's Revenge: 'Orthodoxy', 'Heterodoxy' and the Politics o f the Parish in Early Stuart 
England (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), esp. 11-16, 389-413; Tim Cooper, "Reassessing the 
Radicals," Historical Journal 50, (2007), esp. 251-2.
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But can it be established that Baxter belonged within the ranks of the Puritans?
His anti-papist polemic certainly validates his Protestant credentials, and his propensity to 
find himself in controversy with others suggests he was of the ‘hotter sort’! Many of 
these exchanges, however, were with fellow Protestants, indeed, with others of Puritan 
ilk. The first of his published works, Aphorismes of Justification, created much 
controversy and led to accusations that his soteriological understanding was more akin to 
Roman Catholicism than the Reformed faith, and some never overcame such suspicions 
about him. His political and ecclesiological views were also distinctive. While he sided 
with the Parliamentary forces during the Civil War and, as noted, served as a chaplain in 
Colonel Whalley’s regiment, Baxter was not a committed opponent of monarchical 
government. Although deprived of his ministry in 1662 and becoming a leader amongst 
the nonconformists, he favoured a national established church with a liturgy and a 
reduced form of episcopacy. Despite these idiosyncrasies, in so many ways Baxter 
encapsulates that spirit that is closely identified with the Puritans. His doctrine of 
justification arose from his desire to promote a key Puritan ideal —holiness of life.59 His 
ecclesiology and passion for Christian unity were manifestations both of his deep concern 
that reform in godliness continue throughout the nation and his desire to maintain a 
strong Protestant consensus against a perceived Catholic threat.60 Thus it is no surprise to
59 See Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 368-9; Boersma, Hot Peppercorn, chap. 6.
60 See Carl R. Trueman, "Richard Baxter on Christian Unity: A Chapter in the Enlightening of English 
Reformed Orthodoxy," Westminster Theological Journal 61 (1999), 53-71; Lim, In Pursuit, 138-44, 191- 
223; Jean Dietz Moss, "Richard Baxter and the Family of Love," in Presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Society of Church History December 27-30, 1992 (Washington, D. C.1992). Others of different 
theological persuasion, such as the ‘latitude-men’ shared this concern for a unified Protestantism as a 
means to withstand the spread of Catholicism. See Isabel Rivers, Reason, Grace & Sentiment: A Study of 
the Language of Religion and Ethics in England, 1660-1780. Volume 1: Whichcote to Wesley, 2 vols., vol.
1, Cambridge Studies in Eighteenth-Century English Literature and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 47.
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find that Baxter was willing to accept the designation ‘Puritan,’ and believed that the
opprobrium attached to those who bore the title was totally unjustified:
the persons nicknamed Puritans in England, have been (for the most part) a people fearing God 
and studying a holy life, and of an upright conversation ... the name was the devil’s common 
engine in this land, to shame people from reading and hearing sermons, and praying, and avoiding 
the common sins, and seriously seeking their salvation.61
Methodological issues
Thus far the necessity of understanding Baxter’s views on meditation within their 
historical context has been affirmed. This point, central to the methodology of this study, 
calls for some elaboration. First, careful historical study of the Puritans must 
acknowledge their location in a wide pool of intellectual influence. While links to Calvin 
and the Reformed tradition are readily acknowledged, this represents only part of the 
Puritan intellectual heritage, and even the nature of the connection to Calvin is contested. 
For example, R.T. Kendall argues that the English Puritans departed from Calvin in their 
doctrine of faith and can be aligned more closely with his successor in Geneva, Theodore 
Beza.62 As opposed to Calvin, greater emphasis was given to the role of the faculty of the 
will in saving faith. Assurance was thus linked to one’s behaviour and believers, by 
means of the reflex act (also known as the practical syllogism), could determine whether 
or not they were truly saved. Joel Beeke has challenged Kendall’s thesis, limiting the
61 ‘The Preface’ to Richard Baxter, A Treatise of Self-Denial, 2nd ed. (London, 1675), PW3, 368. Cf. other 
comments from Baxter on the meaning of the term ‘Puritan’ and the invectives against them in ‘To the 
Reader,’ Baxter, Cain and Abel Malignity, That Is Enmity to Serious Godliness, That Is, to an Holy and 
Heavenly State o f Heart and Life (London, 1689), PW4, 524-5; Baxter, The Grotian Religion Discovered 
(London, 1658), 'The Preface', sigs. B5V-B7V; Baxter, Five Disputations o f Church-Government and 
Worship (London, 1659), 'The Preface', 18-19. See similar usage of the term by other Puritan authors in 
Yuille, Puritan Spirituality, 17.
62 R. T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649, New ed., Paternoster Biblical and Theological 
Monographs (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1979, 1997).
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differences to a quantitative rather than a qualitative level: the Puritans were simply 
expanding Calvin’s own views on the secondary grounds for assurance to meet the 
particular pastoral needs of their context.63 Paul Helm also offers a critique, maintaining 
that in the thought of Calvin as well as the Puritans, conversion involves the faculties 
both of intellect and will, thus rendering inappropriate Kendall’s designation of Calvin as 
intellectualist and the Puritans as voluntarist.64
This ‘Calvin versus the Calvinists’ debate highlights a key sphere of influence 
within which Puritan thought must be considered—the movement known as Protestant 
Scholasticism or Reformed Orthodoxy. These terms describe the theology espoused by 
Reformed thinkers in the generations following the Continental Reformation, up until 
circa 1725. The Puritans belong within this broader intellectual movement. Like Kendall, 
many perceive the theological developments of this period to be a deviation from the 
earlier work of Calvin and the other Reformers. As Richard Muller puts it: ‘In this 
understanding, the later theology represents a “distortion” of Calvin’s thought, grounded 
in a recrudescence of things medieval (notably, scholasticism, Aristotelianism, and 
dogmatism) and a loss of Calvin’s more humanistic and exegetical approach.’65 Muller is 
at the forefront of scholarship that recognises that such a position is simplistic and fails to 
appreciate the theological and historical sensitivities involved.66 This more recent work,
63 Joel R. Beeke, The Quest for Full Assurance: The Legacy of Calvin and His Successors (Edinburgh: The 
Banner of Truth Trust, 1999).
64 Paul Helm, Calvin and the Calvinists (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1982).
65 Richard A. Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of Reformed 
Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725,4 vols., vol. IV: The Triunity of God (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker 
Academic, 2003), 383.
66 His most significant works on this topic are: Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise 
and Development of Reformed Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725,4 vols. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker 
Academic, 2003); Muller, After Calvin: Studies in the Development of a Theological Tradition, Oxford 
Studies in Historical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). Other important works in this 
process of re-evaluation are: R. Scott Clark and Carl R. Trueman, eds., Protestant Scholasticism: Essays in
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based on a careful reading of the primary sources, argues that there is a range of 
continuities and discontinuities, not only across the Reformation and post-Reformation 
periods, but extending back to medieval times. Thus while Calvin and other Reformers 
represent a major shift in soteriological and other doctrinal perspectives, in a number of 
other ways they continue medieval emphases. In terms of the links between Calvin and 
Reformed Orthodoxy, Muller would suggest: ‘In its simplest form, this relationship is one 
of broad doctrinal continuity together with methodological discontinuity.’67
The streams of intellectual influence upon the Puritans, therefore, extend well 
beyond the confines of Calvin and later Reformed orthodoxy. Perspectives from medieval 
theology and philosophy, in fact, from the broad traditions of Christendom and the rest of 
Western thought, form part of the milieu within which the Puritans must be understood. 
Their theology and practice did not emerge in vacuo. The import of this for the present 
study is that it should not be considered unusual for Baxter and other Puritans to adopt 
elements of a pre-Reformation tradition of meditation. One would expect critique and 
adjustment where earlier traditions infringe upon Protestant soteriological emphases and 
other such sensitivities.68 But Protestants, Puritans included, were wading in the same
Reassessment (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1999); Eef Dekker and Willem J. van Asselt, eds., Reformation 
and Scholasticism: An Ecumenical Enterprise (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book House, 2001).
67 Richard A. Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and Development o f Reformed 
Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725, Second ed., 4 vols., vol. I: Prolegomena to Theology (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Baker Academic, 2003), 46. Muller argues that the Reformers inaugurated a new way of 
understanding God’s dealings with humankind, but ‘Protestantism could hardly have survived if it had not 
developed, in the era of orthodoxy, a normative and defensible body of doctrine consisting of confessional 
foundation and systematic elaboration.’ See Muller, PRRD I, 27. As this codification took place, orthodoxy 
did not simply revivify a medieval Aristotelian scholastic method. The method was scholastic, but in the 
seventeenth-century had developed from Aquinas’ time and appropriated insights from Renaissance 
humanism as well. See Muller, PRRD IV, 391-7. Note also Margo Todd, Christian Humanism and the 
Puritan Social Order, Ideas in Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), chap. 3; Dewey D. 
Wallace Jr., Puritans and Predestination: Grace in English Protestant Theology, 1525-1695, Studies in 
Religion (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1982), 55-61.
68 Cf. James E. Bradley and Richard A. Muller, Church History: An Introduction to Research, Reference 
Works, and Methods (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1995), 11-25.
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waters as post-Reformation Roman Catholics for the bulk of their intellectual heritage. 
The exact nature of the lines of influence across these traditions will be a question of 
interest in this study.
Second, Baxter’s views on meditation must also be situated within his overall 
thought—his theological and ecclesiological emphases, psychological and cosmological 
understanding, and his ideals for pastoral ministry within his particular historical context. 
To articulate what Baxter says about meditation is relatively straightforward. To 
understand why he said it is another matter. But once this broader perspective is brought 
to bear answers are forthcoming. As shall be demonstrated, Baxter stresses meditation as 
a Christian duty because it is a catalyst to sanctification, and godly living matters, not as 
an end in itself, but as a key means of furthering the work of reform throughout the 
nation. Furthermore, it will be shown that Baxter thought the believer ought to reflect 
spiritually upon the created things of the natural world because they are a glass in which 
God can be seen, and that the faculties of sense and imagination were made by God to be 
a means of deepening love and service to him and therefore ought to be employed in the 
practice of meditation. These examples illustrate how necessary it is to allow the breadth 
of Baxter’s thinking and concerns to inform his point of view on meditation.
A final but related point concerning method is that a contextual reading of 
Baxter’s literary output must also engage with his intention in writing a particular text. 
The meaning of a text is established neither simply by factors in its social context, nor 
solely by considering the text itself. A range of considerations are relevant, including the 
conventional or unconventional nature of the language within its contemporary setting, 
the range of possible meanings intended by the author and open for interpretation by the
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reader, and the functions that the language used is capable of performing. To understand 
a text historically one needs to appreciate both what is written (its locutionary meaning) 
and why it was written, i.e. what the writer was trying to achieve in the discourse (its 
illocutionary force). A text does not just say something, it does something, and the 
writer’s intention is essential to understanding what it is the text is trying to do and 
therefore what the text means.69
What, then, did Baxter intend to achieve when he wrote on meditation? This 
question will be answered as his various treatises and correspondence are investigated 
throughout the course of this study. Of interest here, however, is the fact that two of his 
key works on meditation, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest and Dying Thoughts, began as 
dispatches to himself, as means of spiritual self-sustenance to assist him when he thought 
his own death was imminent. Although these works were later modified and published, 
thus altering the earlier intention from whence they first issued, such a genesis provides a 
prima facie case that meditation in Baxter cannot be understood without grasping 
something of his deep existential engagement with the subject. There are dangers, of 
course, in attempting psychological analysis of so distant a figure. Fortunately, aspects of 
his personality are often perspicuous in his writing. Some attention to these more 
personal dimensions will enrich an understanding of the theme of meditation in Baxter’s 
work.70
69 For these ideas, see the essays in Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics I: Regarding Method (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002) and Carl R. Trueman, "Puritan Theology as Historical Event: A 
Linguistic Approach," in Reformation and Scholasticism: An Ecumenical Enterprise, ed. Willem J. van 
Asselt & Eef Dekker, Texts and Studies in Reformation and Post-Reformation Thought (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Baker Academic, 2001); Carl R. Trueman, John Owen: Reformed Catholic, Renaissance Man, 
Great Theologians (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2007), 8, footnote 13.
70 Cf. Cooper, Fear and Polemic, who makes much of Baxter’s personality in his study of Baxter’s 
engagement with antinomianism.
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Sources on Baxter for this investigation
Baxter’s literary output was extraordinary. He published about 140 treatises, estimated to 
run to approximately ten million words—J.I. Packer claims that he was ‘the most 
voluminous English theologian of all time.’71 Furthermore, Dr Williams’s Library in 
London holds an extensive collection of Baxter’s correspondence and other unpublished 
writings.72 In addition, there is a vast body of literature pertaining to meditation within 
the western Catholic and Protestant traditions. Thus there is no scarcity of primary source 
material to inform this investigation. There is, however, the quandary of discerning the 
relevance of what is available, especially in relation to Baxter’s own oeuvre. Baxter is 
particularly known for his ‘practical’ writings, that is, those that encourage readers in the 
realities of day-to-day Christian living. It was a collection of this material that was 
published by a group of nonconformist ministers in 1707, entitled Practical Works, and 
which has since continued to be reprinted.73 Considering that the topic of meditation has a 
decidedly practical edge, this material contains much of the key data for this study, 
especially five volumes included within this collection: The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, A 
Christian Directory, The Divine Life, The Life o f Faith and Dying Thoughts. Accessing 
only this source, however, would fail to give due consideration to Baxter’s wider
71 J. I. Packer, "A Man for All Ministries: Richard Baxter 1 6 1 5 - 1 6 9 1 in St Antholin's Lectureship Charity 
Lecture (1991), 4.
72 Now available in microform, The Correspondence of Richard Baxter, 1615-1691 (microform), and The 
Baxter Treatises (microform): from the Papers of Richard Baxter (1615-91) at Dr. Williams’s Library, 
London. Keeble and Nuttall have edited a calendar of this correspondence: N. H. Keeble and Geoffrey F. 
Nuttall, Calendar of the Correspondence of Richard Baxter, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991).
73 These four volumes were re-edited into a twenty-three volume form by William Orme in 1830. The four 
volume set was reprinted in the 1990’s and is the version regularly consulted throughout this study: Richard 
Baxter, The Practical Works of Richard Baxter with a Preface, Giving Some Account o f the Author, and of 
This Edition o f His Practical Works: An Essay on His Genius, Works, and Times; and a Portrait, 4 vols. 
(Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications; reprint, 2000).
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concerns and more detailed theological expositions that consistently inform his piety.
This has been one of the problems with some of the scholarly work mentioned above— 
the focus has been upon one or two key treatises (especially The Saints’ Everlasting Rest) 
without sufficient regard to the broader context that enlightens his specific directions on 
meditation.74 Such an oversight contributes to the rationale for this study and demands 
that the breadth of genres within his published writings be taken into account.
Furthermore, the relevance of Baxter’s correspondence and unpublished treatises 
cannot be neglected. These sources provide further contextual underpinning for his 
practical works and at times afford explicit data on meditation itself. For example, the 
exchange of letters between Baxter and Katherine Gell reveals his pastoral heart and 
indicates that while in published contexts his instructions on meditation appear to be very 
demanding, when dealing with an individual he demonstrates greater sensitivity to human 
weakness.75 This highlights the importance of heeding the remarks on how the purpose of 
a text contributes to a determination of its meaning.
A brief survey of the variety of genres that comprise Baxter’s printed works is in 
order. Fortunately, Baxter himself reveals something of how he understood the nature and 
intended readership of many of his books. In the 1681 and 1691 editions of 
Compassionate counsel to all young men, he appends a classification of his treatises 
according to type and the readership for whom they were intended. The 1681 edition lists
74 On the importance of locating Baxter’s practical treatises within the scope of his complete thought, see 
Muller, After Calvin , 18, 192-3. See also Carl R. Trueman, "A Small Step Towards Rationalism: The 
Impact of the Metaphysics of Tommaso Campanella on the Theology of Richard Baxter," in Protestant 
Scholasticism: Essays in Reassessment, ed. Carl R. Trueman & R. S. Clark (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 
1997), 181-95.
75 This correspondence is discussed in chapter five. The charge that Baxter’s method of meditation was too 
demanding and was psychologically and spiritually damaging was made in a published exchange between 
Baxter and Giles Firmin, which is also examined in detail in chapter 5.
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ninety six items (plus eleven as yet unpublished works) and distinguishes them in this
manner:
(a) Doctrinal (eight books)
(b) Practical for all sorts (ten books)
(c) Practicáis for the unconverted (nine books)
(d) Practical for the faithful (eleven books)
(e) Controversies against Popery (eleven books)
(f) English Church Controversies (thirty four books)
(g) Doctrinal Controversies (thirteen books)
The 1691 edition distinguishes works on the basis of educational level, indicating 
those most suitable for the ‘Ignorant,’ for ‘Students,’ and for ‘both.’76 Much of the key 
data for this study will be drawn from what Baxter designates as his ‘practical’ works, 
especially The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, A Christian Directory, The Divine Life, The Life 
of Faith and Dying Thoughts, but, as indicated, other treatises and correspondence will be 
drawn upon where relevant.
The structure of this study
The structure of this investigation is as follows. Chapter one, after establishing the 
significance of English practical divinity in Baxter’s approach to the life of faith, will 
survey the tradition of meditation amongst the English practical Divines until 
approximately 1660. The aim is to determine the beliefs and practices concerning 
meditation that were in circulation at Baxter’s time. In deference to the principles of 
methodology already espoused, consideration will be given to the wider meditative and
76 See further Keeble, Richard Baxter, 157-69; Ian Green, Print and Protestantism in Early Modern 
England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 335. The author could gain access only to the 1681 
edition.
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contemplative tradition within Christian thought and its influence upon the Puritans. This 
chapter provides a basis for determining any distinctive elements or emphases within 
Baxter’s approach.
Chapter two investigates what Baxter believed to be the motivations for the 
practice of meditation. While he was convinced that it was a wellspring for godly living, 
this picture is enlarged and enriched when considered in the light of Baxter’s own 
personality and his pastoral impulses. Meditation in Baxter’s own life assisted him in his 
inner struggles, yet he believed that its benefits were not limited to the individual 
believer. The practice could also contribute to the unity of the Church and the good order 
of the nation. Chapter three examines in detail Baxter’s method for meditation, outlining 
his advice on times, places and subjects, with a particular focus on the function of 
consideration and soliloquy in the mental process of meditation itself. This chapter also 
seeks to explain the theological and psychological basis for Baxter’s approach, 
demonstrating that the role he assigned to the senses and the imagination in the practice 
of meditation is no aberration, but the natural outworking of a coherent intellectual 
framework. Furthermore, these intellectual underpinnings also explain some of what 
Baxter perceived to be the limitations of meditation — why it was a difficult practice, and 
why through it one was unable to reach the experiential heights for which he believed the 
human soul longs.
The final two chapters explore the reception of Baxter’s approach to meditation. 
Chapter four surveys the evidence for a positive legacy. There is a significant amount of 
data that suggests that pastors and lay believers, both during his life and for centuries 
afterwards, found the method of meditation propounded by Baxter to be spiritually
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beneficial. Furthermore, his approach to heavenly meditation appears to have been a 
formative influence upon the ongoing stream of protestant meditation within English 
practical divinity. Chapter five examines a less positive response to Baxter’s meditative 
agenda, providing evidence that some practitioners found the duty too onerous and that it 
induced feelings of guilt and inadequacy. Such a response was not unique to Baxter’s 
approach to practical divinity, and it confirms the results of other recent research that 
concludes that the assiduous nature of Puritan piety was a stumbling block to some of 
those seeking to live the godly life.
31
Chapter One
Baxter and the English Meditative Tradition until circa 1660
Of crucial importance to this study is Baxter’s access to and appropriation of existing 
traditions of meditative theory and practice. As the brief profile in the Introduction 
indicated, Baxter was exposed to Puritan influence and such an influence was reflected in 
the conduct of his ministry. This chapter begins with a fuller account of the extent of this 
engagement at the intellectual and literary level. It will demonstrate that Baxter had the 
means to peruse an extensive body of literature concerned with Protestant (including 
Puritan) meditation, as well as broader devotional traditions, and that he gained a 
particular appreciation for writings of English practical divinity. The nature of Protestant 
meditation will then be considered at some depth, including its relation to meditative 
theories within the wider context of western Catholic thought. It will be argued that an 
indigenous Protestant strain of meditation had arisen in England in the second half of the 
sixteenth-century that displayed elements of both continuity and discontinuity with earlier 
traditions. Thus the chapter will supply a context within which distinctive features of 
Baxter’s approach can be considered.
The importance of reading in Baxter’s intellectual development
There is strong evidence to indicate that Baxter was familiar with a wide range of 
intellectual history. On May 17, 1651, in his ‘premonition’ to the readers of the second 
edition of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Baxter set forth his justification for the
‘alterations and additions’ from the early version of this work. Having explained the need 
to clarify and correct certain portions, as well as the benefits of including some extra 
chapters, Baxter writes: ‘Lastly, I have added many marginal quotations, especially of the 
ancients; which, though some may conceive to be useless, and others, to be merely vain 
ostentation, yet I conceived useful, both for the sweetness of the matter,... as also to free 
myself from the charge of singularity.’1 And quotations there are, with over one hundred 
different authors paraded before the reader, often with large sections of their writings 
included. A perusal of Baxter’s literary corpus indicates that The Saints' Everlasting Rest 
is far from unique in being dotted with quotations from other sources. Not all his works 
contain such references; some belong to other genres—published sermons and the like— 
where citation and scholarly apparatus is inappropriate. Yet many of his treatises are 
punctuated with indications that he had read extensively and appropriated ideas from a 
wide variety of thinkers.2
While such notations to other authors was fairly standard practice, there are 
indications that Baxter’s intellectual heritage may have been considerably greater than 
many other authors and pastors of his time. The inadequacy of Baxter’s teachers and his 
lack of a university education were noted earlier; the question that therefore must be 
asked is from where did he gain exposure to this extensive intellectual tradition? 
Predominantly it was through personal reading. He turned to books to make up for the 
lack of a formal theological education and formed a deep affection for them: ‘And the use
1 Baxter, The Saints' Everlasting Rest, 2nd ed. (London, 1651), PW3,7.
2 See, for example, Baxter, The Reasons of the Christian Religion (London, 1667), PW2; Baxter, Cath. 
Theol; Baxter, A Treatise of Justifying Righteousness (London, 1676); Baxter, The Nonconformists Plea for 
Peace (London, 1679). Note also the comment of Thomas Gataker in a letter to Baxter: ‘And trulie, Sir, I 
stand amazed, when I consider, how amids such continual infirmities & pains as you complain of, you 
should be \able/ to \read/ so manie (Autors that I never heard of but by reading of them in your works)’, N. 
H. Keeble and Geoffrey F. Nuttall, Calendar of the Correspondence of Richard Baxter, 2 vols., vol. I 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), No. 166 (Letters, ii. 281), 129-30.
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that God made of Books, above Ministers, to the benefit of my Soul, made me somewhat 
excessively in love with good Books; so that I thought that I had never enough, but 
scrap’d up as great a Treasure of them as I could.’3 Baxter never lost his ardour for the 
written word, and much later in life he could say, ‘Did I not love my books, and learning 
itself, I should never have bestowed so much of seventy years in poring on them, and 
searching for knowledge, as I have done.’4 His bibliophilie passion ensured that that 
‘treasure’ grew to quite a size. At his death, a catalogue of his collection indicates that it 
contained over 1400 volumes.5 Even this foreboding library, extensive as it was in 
Baxter’s times,6 does not give a full indication of possible literary influence upon him. At 
various stages he had access to other libraries,7 and some of the tomes he owned were 
given away or sold, while others appear to have fallen foul to vermin.8
3 Baxter, Reliquiae, 1,5. Cf. his letter to Anthony A Wood on 22 February, 1680: ‘As to my selfe and faults 
are no disgrace to any University; for I was of none, & have little but what I had out of books, & 
inconsiderable helpe of Country tutors.’ See N. H. Keeble and Geoffrey F. Nuttall, Calendar of the 
Correspondence of Richard Baxter, 2 vols., vol. II (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), No. 1065, 225. See 
also N. H. Keeble, The Literary Culture of Nonconformity in Later Seventeenth-Century England (Athens, 
Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 1987), 157-9.
4 Baxter, Mr. Baxter's Dying Thoughts (London, 1683), PW3, 1019.
5 See Geoffrey F. Nuttall, "A Transcript of Richard Baxter's Library Catalogue: A Bibliographical Note," 
Journal of Ecclesiastical History 2 (1951), 207-21; Geoffrey F. Nuttall, "A Transcript of Richard Baxter's 
Library Catalogue (Concluded)," Journal of Ecclesiastical History 3 (1952), 74-100.
6 Keeble, Richard Baxter, 192, cites the work of D. M. Barratt, "The Condition of the Parish Clergy 
between the Reformation and 1660, with Special Reference to the Dioceses of Oxford, Worcester and 
Gloucester" (D.Phil., Oxford. 1949), stating that ‘in her examination of the libraries of the clergy of the 
period,’ she ‘finds nothing to compare with Baxter’s collection.’
7 For example, he speaks appreciatively of the library of one of his early tutors, Richard Wickstead. See 
Baxter, Reliquiae, 1,4.
s See Keeble, Richard Baxter, 35-6. See also, Baxter, Reliquiae, III, 172: ‘I was so long wearied with 
keeping my Doors shut against them that came to distrein on my Goods for Preaching, that I was fain to go 
from my House, and to sell all my Goods, and to hide my library first, and afterwards to sell it; So that if 
Books had been my Treasure, (and I valued little more on Earth) I had been now without a treasure. About 
Twelve Years I was driven an Hundred Miles from them; and when I had paid dear for the Carriage, after 
Two or Three Years I was forced to sell them.’ Cf. Reliquiae, III, 76 (92 in some copies): Baxter writing to 
the Earl of Lauderdale states, ‘I might live quietly to follow my private Study, and might once again have 
the use of my Books (which I have not seen these ten Years, and pay for a Room for their standing at 
Kiderminster, where they are eaten by Worms and Rats, having no security for my quiet Abode in any 
place, enough to encourage me to send for them)’. See also Baxter, DT, PW 3,973.
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What is notable about the library catalogue is the diversity and breadth of 
material. There are works of philosophy from ancient, medieval, Renaissance and 
contemporary authors. The same extensiveness is apparent with the theological titles, 
which span the spectrum of Christian thought, chronologically, geographically and 
ideologically.9 Baxter’s commitment and fervour for learning more generally are manifest 
in the volumes on other subjects as well —history, medicine, geography and the like.10 It 
appears that he was truly a polymath.
It is one thing to have access to many books; it is another to have read and 
engaged with them. Yet there is every indication that Baxter was a reader as well as a 
lover of books. The frequent reference to other authors in his writings that has already 
been noted is evidence of this. So too is the list of books he recommends in his treatise, A 
Christian Directory. In answer to the question, ‘What books, especially of theology, 
should one choose, who for want of money or time can read but few?’ Baxter provides 
three lists. The first is ‘the poorest or smallest library that is tolerable’. This names about 
one hundred authors, suggesting not just single volumes, but the ‘Works’ for many of 
those named. The second list, ‘The poorer (though not the poorest); where a competent 
addition is made’ includes many hundreds of works, and the third, ‘The poor man’s 
library, which yet addeth somewhat to the former, but cometh short of a rich and 
sumptuous library,’ continues in similar vein.* 11 One presumes that these 
recommendations arise from personal acquaintance. Furthermore, this sense that Baxter 
was drinking from a vast intellectual well is supported by his claim (made when not yet
9 Cf. Trueman, "Puritan Theology," 259. Also Muller, After Calvin, 41.
10 On this theme, see Keeble, Richard Baxter, 35.
11 Baxter, CD, PW1,732-6. Keeble, Richard Baxter, 36, notes that the poor man’s library comprises about 
one thousand authors and works.
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forty years of age) to have read most of the significant post-apostolic works of theology: 
‘For though I have not read all that hath been written for so many hundred years, yet I 
have read most of the Writers of great note, (except the most Voluminous, which I took 
but part of).’12 He makes a similar contention regarding the philosophical tradition, 
maintaining that ‘I have read almost all the physics and metaphysics I could hear of.’13 
Baxter believed that this intellectual heritage was a repository to be drawn upon. He was 
at ease citing works from multiple traditions and perspectives to support his arguments, 
including pagan authors such as Seneca and Cicero. Like many other sixteenth and 
seventeenth-century scholars, he engaged with these ideas in a fairly ahistorical manner, 
being prepared to extract whatever insights were forthcoming while paying little attention 
to the historical context in which such texts were produced.14 In short, Baxter appears to 
have accessed a vast body of learning, and if one can believe the testimony of Matthew 
Sylvester, the editor of his autobiography, he had a remarkable ability to retain what he 
read.13
The priority of English practical divinity for Baxter
Despite his acquaintance with such a breadth of intellectual history, Baxter had a clear 
sense of the relative importance of the material, and his sympathies betray his Protestant
12 Baxter, Rich. Baxters Apology (London, 1654), 154.
13 Baxter, A Treatise of Knowledge and Love Compared (London, 1689), PW4, 557. Cf. Geoffrey F. 
Nuttall, The Puritan Spirit: Essays and Addresses (London: Epworth Press, 1967), 116.
14 See Trueman, John Owen, 15, and the reference there to Quentin Skinner, Reason and Rhetoric in the 
Philosophy of Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 40. See also Sebastian Rehnman, 
"John Owen: A Reformed Scholastic at Oxford," in Reformation and Scholasticism: An Ecumenical 
Enterprise, ed. Willem J. van Asselt and Eef Dekker, Texts and Studies in Reformation and Post- 
Reformation Thought (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2001), 181-203.
15 Baxter, Reliquiae, Preface VI (no pagination).
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and Puritan identity. ‘Let the holy Scriptures ever have the pre-eminence;’ he wrote, ‘and 
next them, the solid, lively heavenly treatises, which best expound and apply the 
Scriptures.’16 This latter reference is to what were known as works o f ‘practical divinity’. 
Such treatises, which multiplied in number in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries, emphasised the place of heart-felt affections toward God and holy living in 
response to his gracious provision of salvation. This was a form of piety rooted in 
Augustinian and Scotist thought.17 It gave prominence to the faculty of will and the 
affection of love, and stood in contrast to the more intellectualist and theoretical approach 
of Thomism. The intellect was not marginalised in this particular construction of the 
Christian life; rather, it was an essential component of an integrated perspective on 
human functioning where intellect, will and affections together enabled holy practice.18
Texts of practical divinity became a consistent feature of Baxter’s reading 
recommendations. As noted above, his fondness for these works began at the time of his 
spiritual awakening around the age of fifteen, with the reading of Bunny’s Resolution, 
Richard Sibbes’ Bruised Reed (‘which opened more the Love of God to me, and gave me 
a livelier apprehension of the Mystery of Redemption, and how much I was beholden to 
Jesus Christ’), and some of Richard Perkins’ Works.'9 As he struggled with fears about 
dying and ‘Doubts of my own Sincerity in Grace’, this genre of writing again proved of 
worth: ‘And it caused me to study Practical Divinity first,... doing all purposely for the
16 Baxter, CD, PW 1,56.
17 For the sources of this understanding of the life of piety, see Brad Walton, Jonathan Edwards, 'Religious 
Affections' and the Puritan Analysis o f True Piety, Spiritual Sensation and Heart Religion (Lewiston, NY: 
The Edwin Mellen Press, 2002), 166-206.
18 Note Walton’s comment: ‘The concept of the “heart” as the affective, integrating principle of the 
personality was theologically important to Puritanism as providing (1) an elegant explanation of how a 
single regenerating grace can affect the entire personality; and (2) a weapon against Arminian rationalism.’ 
Ibid., 222.
19 Baxter, Reliquiae, I, 3-4.
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informing and reforming of my own Soul ... By which means my Affection was carried 
on with my Judgment.’20 What proved to be of such personal benefit became a key 
feature of Baxter’s pastoral methodology and advice to others, whether they were laity 
with an interest in things spiritual or those entrusted with the cure of souls. For him 
theology was a practical science and knowledge was of no benefit if it did not issue in 
action, nor was it of any use if it did not bridge the gap between head and heart.21 In 
affectionate practical writings, especially those penned by English authors,22 he found the 
means to this end. These writings, though solidly grounded in doctrinal truth and rational 
argument, always sought to move beyond a mere intellectual appropriation of facts to a 
point whereby the affections of the heart were deeply moved in the direction of loving 
God and desiring to obey him. Baxter therefore exhorted his readers to devote themselves 
to this type of literature.23 This affectionate strand of writing included treatises on
20 Ibid., 1,5-6. Note also his self-report when offering advice to the young minister, Abraham Pinchbecke: 
‘when my heart is very dull, I find it very usefull to take in hand some rowsing lively writing (such as Mr. 
<Thomas> Hooker Mr. <William> Pink Mr. <William> fferwer or any that will most affect me) & read a 
little till my heart grow warme; & then I am much fitter either to study or to preach.’ See Keeble and 
Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 190 (Letters, iv. 68), 47.
21 Note, for example, this instruction: ‘Labour faithfully to receive all holy truths with a practical intent, and 
to work them on your hearts according to their nature, weight, and use. For the doctrine of Christianity is 
scientia affectiva practica. And if that which is made for the heart, be not admitted to the heart, and rooted 
there, it is half rejected while it seemeth received, and is not in its proper place and soil.’ See Baxter, RCR, 
162. Cf. Baxter’s letter to Sir Edward Harley, 15 September 1656, where he writes, ‘In your consultations 
for the Church, have regard to Learning, but more to Theology, and most of all to practical Godliness.’ See 
Richard Schlatter, ed. Richard Baxter and Puritan Politics (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 1957), 60. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 324 (Letters, i. 226), 25. Baxter’s 
perspective on these matters is entirely consistent with the general Puritan mentality, as discussed below.
22 Baxter claimed that ‘Above all Nations under heaven, the English are set upon Practical Divinity and 
Holiness’. See Baxter, One Sheet for the Ministry, against the Malignants o f All Sorts (London, 1657), 5.
23 Baxter, CD, PW1,478-9: ‘To a common family begin with those books, which at once inform the 
judgment about the fundamentals, and awaken the affections to entertain and improve them. ... Next these, 
read over those books which are most suited to the state of young Christians for their growth in grace, and 
for their exercise of faith, and love, and obedience, and for the mortifying of selfishness, pride, sensuality, 
worldliness, and other the most dangerous sins.’ Note also his advice to young students in CD, 730-1: ‘... 
begin with a conjunction of English catechisms, and the confessions of all the churches, and the practical 
holy writings of our English divines; and that you never separate these asunder. These practical books do 
commonly themselves contain the principles, and do press them in so warm a working manner as is likest 
to bring them to the heart; and till they are there, they are not received according to their use, but kept as in 
the porch. ... and think not that you well understand divinity, till, 1. You know it as methodised and jointed
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meditation; Baxter urged, ‘Read much those books which direct you in a course of daily 
communion with God.’24
In various contexts, Baxter names the ‘holy practical writings’ that have issued 
from English authors, including some of his own works in such designations. In the most 
extensive list, found in the suggestions for the poor man’s library, Keeble notes that 
‘Baxter recommends virtually the whole heritage of Puritan practical divinity, from the 
Elizabethan Richard Greenham to the morning exercises edited by the nonconformist 
Samuel Annesley (1661 and 1674).,2:i Though many names and titles appear again and 
again in these listings, Keeble suggests that ‘his most frequent references ... are to works 
by William Perkins and his most affectionate recommendations are for Richard Sibbes.’26 
This is evidence that Baxter must have had a thorough acquaintance with the tradition of 
meditation found within the works of Puritan Divines.
Baxter and other devotional traditions
Baxter’s appreciation of English practical divinity did not overturn his willingness to 
make use of other strands of meditative and contemplative thought, due to the particular 
manner in which he engaged with other authors and their ideas. He added quotations to 
his first edition of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest to avoid the accusation of ‘singularity,’
in a due schem e,... and, 2. Till it be wrought into your very hearts, and digested into a holy nature; for 
when all is done, it is only a holy and heavenly life, that will prove you wise, and make you happy, and 
give you solid peace and comfort.’ Cf. his reading recommendations to a man who sought his advice 
regarding his spiritual state in Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 596 (Letters, v. 25), 404-5. Also the list 
of books he mentions in his preface to William Whately, The Redemption of Time. Or, Sermon Containing 
Very Good Remedies for Them That Have Mis-Spent Their Time ... Now Published for General Good by 
Richard Baxter (1673), sigs. A2r-A3v.
24 Baxter, CD, PW 1,479.
25 Keeble, Richard Baxter, 38.
26 Ibid.
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yet at times there is something decidedly ‘singular’ about Baxter’s perspective on a 
matter. This is no more evident than in his overall theological system, particularly his 
soteriology, which so defies the usual categories of description that the only label that has 
gained credence is that his position is ‘Baxterian’.27This idiosyncratic approach arose 
partly from his desire to seek after and acknowledge truth wherever he might find it. As 
Joseph Glanvill, one of Baxter’s admiring correspondents, acknowledged, ‘From you I 
first learn’t not to doat upon mens opinions; but to indulge Free and impartial Inquiry. 
And to owne truth under any name, & in whose handes so’ere I find it.’28 While Baxter 
writes in positive terms about many authors, he believed that no one had managed to 
articulate a theological system that was true in every particular.29 His approach, therefore, 
was to consider the ideas of others, sort the wheat from the chaff, before including within 
his own arrangement what he judged to be correct.30
Somewhat paradoxically, therefore, Baxter’s thought contains elements that are 
both eclectic and unique. Although he was grounded in Protestant and Reformed 
theology and was especially drawn to English practical divinity, he was not averse to 
appropriating ideas from other traditions of Christian thought, including Roman
27 Boersma notes: ‘The phrase “Baxterian Faith” was first used in 1654 by John Crandon in his Aphorisms 
Exorized (London, 1654), sig. A3r. It soon became a common appellation. William Robertson, in his 
Iggeret hammashkil, spoke of a “Baxterian definition” of pardon and of “Baxterian principles” ((London, 
1655), pp. 2 9 ,4 8 ,5 1 ,5 6 ,5 8 , 63,65-66, 69-70, 122-23, 141). Thomas Edwards referred to “Baxterianism” 
throughout his Paraselene dismantled.' See Boersma, Hot Peppercorn, 22, footnote 147. See also Iain 
Murray, "Richard Baxter - 'the Reluctant Puritan'?," in Advancing in Adversity: Papers Read at the 1991 
Westminster Conference (The Westminster Conference, 1991), 7-10.
28 Cited from Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 705,33.
29 Baxter, Reliquiae, III, 69: T never yet saw a Scheme, or Method of Physicks or Theology, which gave 
any Satisfaction to my Reason; Tho’ many have attempted to exercise more accurateness in Distribution, 
than all others that went before them ... yet I could never yet see any whose Confusion, or great Defects, I 
could not easily discover, but not so easily amend.’
30 Ibid., I, 129: ‘ ... at first I took more upon my Author’s Credit, than now I can do: And when an Author 
was highly commended to me by others, or pleased me in some part, I was ready to entertain the whole; 
whereas now I take and leave in the same Author, and dissent in some things from him that I like best, as 
well as from others.’
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Catholicism, or as he called them, ‘Papists’. Baxter’s difficulty with Papists was 
predominantly at the level of politics.31 Within much of their devotional writing, 
however, Baxter perceived the same affectionate, voluntarist piety that attracted him to 
the English practical Divines:
There are some among you that profess great spirituality and strictness in religion. Serenus Cressy 
wrote to me, (commending Baker’s book which he published,) that he forsook the church of 
England because he found no spiritual contemplation and devotion among us. Such as Nerius, 
Sales, Kempis, Gerson Borromaeus, Renti, &c. are really the chief honour of your church. Much 
of that for which I am hated by the enemies of serious godliness, I acknowledge to God’s praise, I 
was first chiefly awakened to a book written by one whom Watson and others of your party 
grievously accuse, I mean Parson’s book of Resolution corrected by Bunny. True Christianity and 
godliness is the same thing in all that have it.32
For Baxter, the truth of a theological system is but the means to authentic knowledge of 
God. It was the practical dimension —love for God, obedience to him, and holiness of 
life—that was most significant, and some Papists clearly demonstrated this.33
The discussion thus far has not provided any unambiguous indication of who or 
what might have influenced Baxter’s theory of meditation. It has demonstrated that there
31 William Lamont, "The Religious Origins of the English Civil War: Two False Witnesses," in Cross, 
Crown & Community: Religion, Government and Culture in Early Modern England 1400-1800, ed. David 
J.B. Trim and Peter J. Balderstone (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2004), 189; Lamont, "Puritanism and the Origins 
of the English Civil War," (London: Dr Williams's Trust, 2000), 11; Lamont, Richard Baxter and the 
Millenium, Croom Helm Social History Series (London: Croom Helm, 1979), 68-9.
32 Baxter, C&AM, PW4, 550. Cf. Baxter, The Safe Religion (London, 1657), 'To the Literate Romanists that 
will read this Book', sigs. ar-a6r; Baxter, A Key for Catholicks (London, 1659), 106,263, 366; Baxter’s ‘To 
the Christian Reader’, in James Janeway, Invisibles, Realities, Demonstrated in the Holy Life and 
Triumphant Death of Mr. John Janeway, Fellow of Kings Collegde in Cambridge (London, 1674), sigs. 
A7r-A 8'. Note also Baxter’s praise for Saint Bernard and ‘thousands among the papists’ in a letter to 
Thomas Beverley (31 May 1686), Baxter, "Baxter Correspondence," (London: Dr. Williams's Library), i.
61, cited from William M. Lamont, "Christian Magistrate and Romish Wolf," in Prophecy and 
Millenarianism: Essays in Honour of Marjorie Reeves, ed. Ann Williams (Harlow, Essex: Longman,
1980), 303. Cf. similar sentiments expressed in a letter (16 December 1680) to the London merchant, 
Samuel Hutchins, in Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1064 (Letters, iv. 232), 221.
33 Baxter, The Cure of Church Divisions (London, 1670), 209: ‘It is not Truth but Goodness which is the 
ultimate object of the soul. ... Heaven-work and Heart-work, are the chiefest parts of Christian duty.’; 
Baxter, Reliquiae, I, 131: ‘My Censures of the Papists do much differ from what they were at firs t... now I 
doubt not but that God hath many sanctified Ones among them, who have received the true Doctrine of 
Christianity so practically, that their contradictory Errours prevail not against them, to hinder their Love of 
God, and their Salvation ... And I can never believe that a Man may not be saved by that Religion, which 
doth but bring him to the true Love of God, and to a heavenly Mind and Life’. Cf. Packer, Redemption & 
Restoration, 86-8.
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are many possibilities for influence upon his thinking in this area due to his familiarity 
with a wide range of devotional material. However, his esteem for the writings of the 
English practical Divines provides sufficient grounds for expecting that their devotional 
practices would have a significant impact upon him. Accordingly, their views on 
meditation will now be considered in some detail.
Protestant meditation as a means of appropriating biblical truth
The meditative strain within English practical divinity in the seventeenth-century was, in 
part, an outworking of the Protestant attitude to the Bible. The Protestant critique of 
Catholicism was that papal authority and the accretions of various medieval religious 
practices had effectively marginalised Scripture’s God-given role and hamstrung the vital 
spirituality that issued from its correct use. The sentiment is captured in John Foxe’s 
comment on the situation prior to the period of the Reformation: “Instead of God’s Word, 
man’s word was set up: instead of Christ’s Testament, the pope’s testament, that is, canon 
law: instead of Paul, the Master of Sentences took place, and almost full possession.”34 
The rise of Renaissance Humanism and the reform movements on the continent had their 
impact in England, and with them came a new stance toward the Bible.33 The flowering 
of this development is expressed in the homily, A fruitful Exhortation to the Reading of 
Holy Scripture:
Unto a Christian man there can be nothing either more necessary or profitable, than the knowledge
of holy Scripture, forasmuch as in it is contained God’s true word, setting forth his glory, and also
^ John Foxe, The Acts and Monuments o f John Foxe, ed. Rev. Josiah Pratt (London, 1877), 4:250. Cited 
from John R. Knott, Sword, 16.
35 See John R. Knott, Sword, chap. 1.
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man’s duty. And there is no truth nor doctrine necessary for our justification and everlasting 
salvation, but that is, or may be, drawn out of that fountain and well of truth.36
With such value to be gained from this holy book, the homily affirmed how necessary it
was to study it thoroughly.37 Such careful study was frequently described within
Protestant writings as meditating on the word, echoing the language of Scripture itself,
where Psalm 1 bespeaks the benefits of meditating on God’s law ‘day and night’. The
homily takes up these terms and includes an eating and digesting metaphor that became a
commonplace in English practical divinity.38 This metaphor o f ‘ingesting’ testifies to the
particular benefit to be gained from meditating on the word of God. Meditation on the
word of God thus came to occupy a significant role in the spiritual life of English
Protestants during the Elizabethan era and into the seventeenth-century, particularly
amongst the Puritans and others concerned for the life of godliness.39
36 Certain Sermons or Homilies Appointed to Be Read in Churches in the Time o f Queen Elizabeth o f 
Famous Memory, (London: SPCK, 1851), 1.
37 Ibid.: ‘Therefore, as many as be desirous to enter into the right and perfect way unto God, must apply 
their minds to know holy Scripture; without the which, they can neither sufficiently know God and his will, 
neither their office and duty.’
38 Ibid., 9: ‘... let us hear, read, and know these holy rules, injunctions, and statutes of our Christian religion 
... let us with fear and reverence lay up in the chest of our hearts these necessary and fruitful lessons; let us 
night and day muse, and have meditation and contemplation in them. Let us ruminate, and, as it were, chew 
the cud, that we may have the sweet juice, spiritual effect, marrow, honey, kernel, taste, comfort, and 
consolation of them’.
39 For example, the Protestant Reformer, Thomas Becon, commending the Mayor and Senate of the town of 
Sandwich in Kent for the spiritual vigour of their community life, wrote, ‘This holy word of GOD among 
you, swimmeth not in your lippes only, but it also shineth in your lyfe and conuersation, vnto the good 
example of all them that are conuersant w ith you. ... Of this word ye reuerently talke, commune, conferre, 
sing, and haue continuall meditation, as your chiefe joy and comfort. ... This word is to you more sweete, 
then the Hony, or the Hony Combe, and more precious the Gold, or Precious stone’. See Thomas Becon, 
The Demaundes o f Holy Scripture, with Answeres to the Same (London, 1577), 'Preface', sig. Aiiir. 
Similarly, the lay Puritan writer, George Abbot, amplified the message of Ps 119 to urge its application 
upon his readers: ‘To know and do what pleaseth thee, shall be a pleasure unto me, yea, nothing shall more 
delight me, and therefore am 1 fully purposed to make thy word the subject of my meditation day and night, 
and the rule of mine obedience in weal and wo. ... Yea, early and late do I give my self to meditation and 
faithful consideration of thy word, for to strengthen and direct me, consulting it all times about all things to 
be ruled by it’. See George Abbot, Brief Notes Upon the Whole Book o f Psalms (London, 1651), 580,617. 
This George Abbot (1603-1648) is to be distinguished from the George Abbot who became Archbishop of 
Canterbury (1562-1633).
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The importance that Puritans placed upon meditation can be seen from the way in 
which it was compared to another great Puritan touchstone, sermon listening. Protestant 
and Puritan Divines constantly affirmed the importance of preaching the word, yet they 
also recognised that it often fell on barren soil and bore no fruit of godliness. Thomas 
Adams warns that mere hearing of the word is not enough. ‘A sermon without 
consequent meditation,’ he wrote, ‘may come to be remembred again in hell.’40 A similar 
emphasis issues from Edmund Calamy:
it is with Sermons as it is with meat, it is not the having of meat upon your table will feed you, but 
you must eat it; and not only eat it, but concoct it, and digest it, or else your meat will do you no 
good: So it is with Sermons, it is not the hearing Sermons will do you good, but it is the 
concocting them, digesting them by meditation; the pondering in your hearts what you hear, must 
do you good. And one Sermon well digested, well meditated upon, is better than twenty Sermons 
without meditation.41
James Ussher’s hyperbole extends even further, claiming that one-hour spent in 
meditation ‘is more worth than a thousand sermons, and this is no debasing of the word, 
but an honour unto it.’42 Such meditation brought the word to the heart, from whence its 
true use could come to fruition in the issue of godly affections and behaviour.43
This preoccupation with ensuring that the word of God penetrated to the heart of 
the believer was a vital concern for the proponents of practical divinity, because in their 
view it was the prerequisite for Christian growth.44 These Divines, dedicated to the cure 
of the souls entrusted to them, believed that such growth was the only evidence of true
40 Thomas Adams, The Happines o f the Church (London, 1619), 28.
41 Edmund Calamy, The Art o f Divine Meditation (London, 1680), 31.
42 James Ussher,A Method for Meditation (London, 1651), 43.
43 Note the comment in Adams, Happines, 93.: ‘Gods booke ... must not lye like loose corne on the floore, 
subject to the pecking vp of euery fowle; but it is ground by meditation, digested by faith: manet alto corde 
repostum .... The life of the Scriptures is ... not in the letters and leaues, but in the inwards of the heart. ... 
not reading, but leading a life answerable’.
44 This approach to the life of faith stood in contrast to the more sacramental emphases that characterised 
the Laudian period. See, e.g. Peter Lake, "The Laudian Style: Order, Uniformity and the Pursuit of the 
Beauty of Holiness in the 1630s," in The Early Stuart Church, 1603-1642, ed. Kenneth Fincham 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993).
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spiritual life. ‘ [IJf wee grow not,’ said Richard Rogers, ‘we began but counterfaitly.’45 
Their desire to ensure that the believer continued to progress in sanctification was the 
impulse behind their construction of an elaborate scheme of exercises and duties, all 
designed to advance the life of faith. Meditation was one such activity, but there were 
numerous others—‘gadding’ to sermons, fasting, prayer, singing, use of the sacraments, 
learning catechisms, reading spiritual literature, spiritual converse, etc.—all these were 
recommended means to propel the believer forward on their journey toward heaven.46
These activities were also a means to another end —the construction of a 
particular form of self. They engineered and gave expression to values, attitudes and 
desires that marked authenticity in the life of the godly. One would expect that 
meditation, at least in its more self-reflexive forms, to have played a particularly 
significant role in this identity-forming process, as Scripture became utilised as a tool to 
reconfigure the self. Furthermore, the fact that these practices contributed to the 
cultivation of self would also explain why those entrusted with the cure of souls deemed 
them normative rather than optional; without them the appropriate spiritual persona  could 
not be fashioned.47 Moreover, it appears likely that such endeavours performed a social 
function—they were markers of belonging to a particular cultural grouping. Not to
45 Richard Rogers, A Garden of Spirituall Flowers. Planted by Ri. Ro., Will. Per., Ri Gree. M. M. And Geo. 
Web (London, 1612), sig. A7r.
46 The Puritan emphasis that God normally works through means is explained in Chan, "Puritan Meditative 
Tradition", 9-15.
47 Cf. Paul Rosa III, "The Literary Forms of Puritan Life: Creating Self and Community in Print" (Ph.D, 
State University of New York, 2001), 10, 20; James Rigney, '"to Lye Upon a Stationers Stall, Like a Piece 
of Coarse Flesh in a Shambles': The Sermon, Print and the English Civil War," in The English Sermon 
Revised: Religion, Literature and History 1600-1750, ed. Lori Anne Ferrell and Peter McCullough, 
Politics, Culture and Society in Early Modern Britain (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), 
197. Note also recent discussions about how the personae of philosophers were cultivated in the early 
modern period in Conal Condren, Stephen Gaukroger, and Ian Hunter, eds., The Philosopher in Early 
Modern Europe: The Nature o f a Contested Identidy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). The 
place of meditation and other spiritual exercises in forming the self in the lives of the godly is a more 
democratised process —the assumption was that any individual, irrespective of social class and intellectual 
attainment (within reason), could attain to the ideals that the practices were designed to promote.
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participate in these devout exercises would be perceived as a sign of spiritual 
waywardness by others within the community of believers, eliciting social sanctions of 
various forms.48 Meditation, therefore, played a role in individual and social formation.
The significance of meditation for these English Divines is also demonstrated by 
the inextricable connection they drew between the practice of Christian living and the 
true nature of the theological enterprise. For them the whole theological schema that 
underlay duties such as meditation was defined around the concept of praxis?9 They 
adopted the stance of Peter Ramus, who had described theology as ‘the teaching of living 
well.’50 Thus William Perkins says that ‘Theologie is ‘the science of liuing blessedly for 
euer’ and William Ames calls divinity the ‘doctrine of living to God.’51 For these 
Divines, therefore, there was nothing esoteric about this emphasis upon meditating upon 
the word, for they believed that by it arose the response that God’s revelation in Scripture 
was always meant to produce.
This emphasis upon practical theology was not at the expense of the Calvinism 
that assigned absolute sovereignty to God in the work of salvation. On the contrary, ‘the 
Puritans followed where Calvin led. With the aid of the light afforded by scholastic 
anthropology and assiduous introspection, they expanded Calvin’s sketch of the Christian 
life in enormous detail, but retained his doctrinal framework unchanged.’52 For them, 
Calvinism, properly understood, was not a recipe for quietism or fatalism. Rather it was a 
spur to spiritual industry, encouraging the believer to make use of the means of grace that
4X These ideas are explored further in the ensuing chapters.
49 Muller, PRRD I, 117.
50 Petrus Ramus, De Religione Christiana, Libri IV (Frankfurt, 1576), 6. Cited from Muller, PRRD I, 150. 
Muller indicates that Ramus’ definition ‘is not highly original’, and notes connections with Aquinas.
51 William Perkins, A Golden Chaine (London, 1612), 4; William Ames, The Marrow of Sacred Divinity 
(London, 1642), 1.
52 Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 324.
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promoted the two great ends of Christian living, the glorifying of God and the beatitude 
of the believer. This is why the body of literature that issued from the English practical 
Divines focuses primarily upon sanctification and includes such detailed instructions on 
how to live out the Christian life.53 Yet this emphasis upon ‘what to do’ and ‘how to live’ 
did not elevate the role of the human will in a way that undercut the priority and necessity 
of the gracious activity of God. It was a voluntarism in what Collinson calls a ‘secondary 
and conditioned’ sense.54 As William Perkins stated: ‘There is no virtue or gift of God in 
us, without our wills: and in every good act God’s grace and man’s will concur: God’s 
grace as the principal cause, man’s will renewed as the instrument of God. And in all 
good things, industry and labour and invocation on our parts is required.’55 Thus duties 
were of great import to these authors, but the fulfilment of them never functioned in such 
a way as to undercut the Calvinist principle that salvation was by grace alone.
This is not to say that every believer who carefully meditated upon the sermons 
they heard and the devotional treatises they read clearly understood that they were saved 
only by grace and that their salvation was not incumbent upon the fulfilment of suggested 
exercises and duties. Scholars such as John Stachniewski, David Como and Theodore 
Bozeman have argued that Puritan piety, despite its alleged commitment to salvation sola
53 Carter Lindberg, "Introduction," in The Pietist Theologians: An Introduction to Theology in the 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Carter Lindberg, The Great Theologians (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2005), 11.
54 Collinson, Religion of Protestants, 251. See also Charles E. Hambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety: 
Puritan Devotional Disciplines in Seventeenth-Century New England (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1982), 45; Mary Morrissey, "Scripture, Style and Persuasion in Seventeenth-Century 
English Theories of Preaching," Journal of Ecclesiastical History 53, (2002), 690-2; Dewey D. Wallace, 
ed. The Spirituality of the Later English Puritans: An Anthology (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University 
Press, 1987), xix.
55 Ian Breward, ed. The Work of William Perkins, vol. 3, The Courtenay Library of Reformation Classics 
(Appleford: Abingdon, 1970), 213-4, 259, 96. Cited from Collinson, Religion of Protestants, 251.
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fide, sola gratia, proved not to be a way of consolation for everyone.36 For many it was a 
schema that led to uncertainty of one’s standing before God, and they found that the 
demands of holy living produced a sense of despondency. As Como suggests, ‘Although 
... |the| mainstream mode of piety seemed to have proved sufficient for the large 
majority of godly people, there can be little question that for some men and women, the 
disciplines, demands, and general tenor of normative Puritanism proved to be a 
passageway into despair and insecurity.,V7 The logic of their theological system may have 
been apparent to William Perkins and other practical Divines, but it appears that some 
everyday believers struggled to grasp the exact nature of the relationship between the 
gracious activity of God and the duties of Christian living. As will become evident later 
in this study, at times the same struggle arose in response to Baxter’s exhortations with 
regard to the fulfilment of Christian duties.
So for English practical divinity, attentiveness to Scripture issued in both a sense 
of privilege and a responsibility —the knowledge that there is free forgiveness through the 
merits of Christ’s work, as well as a summons to live in a manner befitting those who are 
recipients of this grace. Meditating on the Scriptures was a key means to fulfilling this 
responsibility. The overall commitment to meditating on the word of God found within 
English practical divinity is well summed up in a question in the Shorter Catechism of the 
Westminster Assemblies: ‘May we read or hear the holy word of God vainly, and 
slightly, without Consideration, Observation, Meditation?’ The answer could not be more
56 John Stachniewski, The Persecutory Imagination: English Puritanism and the Literature of Religious 
Despair (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991); Como, Blown by the Spirit; Theodore D. Bozeman, The 
Precisianist Strain: Disciplinary Religion & Antinomian Backlash in Puritanism to 1638 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004); T. D. Bozeman, "The Glory of the Third Time': John Eaton as 
Contra-Puritan," Journal of Ecclesiastical History 47, (1996), 638-54. See the further discussion in chap. 5.
57 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 37.
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straightforward: ‘No.’58 It was such a perspective on Scripture to which Baxter was 
exposed and, as will be demonstrated in the following chapters, which he endorsed.
The emergence of an indigenous English Protestant meditative tradition
During the sixteenth-century there was no systematic approach to meditation espoused by 
English Protestants. Various authors recommended practices such as meditating upon the 
Scriptures and self-examination, but this was in the form of ad hoc directions rather than 
any formal procedure. The first step in a more formal direction is associated with Richard 
Greenham (15357-1594?), who is generally considered to be the father of English 
practical divinity.59 Greenham was a Puritan who is remembered for his exemplary parish 
ministry at Dry Drayton, where he forged new insights into the conduct of pastoral 
ministry and in effect ran a seminary from his own home.60 This contact with theological 
students, combined with links to Cambridge and posthumous publication of his writings, 
extended his influence well beyond the confines of his parish boundaries. Greenham 
thought that meditation was a significant feature of the Christian life. Without it, various 
means of grace (‘reading, hearing, prayer and Sacraments’) ‘are made weake and 
vnprofitable vnto vs,’ and he maintained that those who devoted themselves to the 
practice ‘become thereby the godliest men.’61 The benefit arises from the fact that 
meditation exercises the memory and the understanding, and the knowledge gained thus
SH Joseph Alleine, A Most Familiar Explanation of the Assemblies Shorter Catechism (London, 1674), 83.
59 For Greenham, see Eric Josef Carlson, "Greenham, Richard (Early 1540's-1594)," in ODNB (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).
60 See Bozeman, Precisianist Strain, 68-74; Kenneth L. Parker and Eric J. Carlson, "Practical Divinity":
The Works and Life of Revd Richard Greenham (Aldershot, Hants: Ashgate, 1998).
61 Richard Greenham, The Workes of the Reverend and Faithfvll Servant oflesvs Christ, 3rd ed. (London, 
1601),22.
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stirs ‘good affections,’ which in turn prompts the believer to ‘practice goodnesse in our 
selues’.62Although Greenham set out eleven rules for meditation, they are brief and lack 
the thorough methodisation that characterises some later writers.63 His suggested focus 
for meditation was very much upon the word of God, with a typically Protestant caution 
about the role of the imagination:64 ‘let the word be the object, and beware of mingling it 
with mens deuices.’6> Yet within this ambit falls a range of spiritual concerns, such as 
examining one’s self and reflecting upon the coming judgment.66
Another patriarch and profoundly influential figure of English practical divinity 
was William Perkins (1558-1602)67 As was the case with Greenham, Perkins set forth no 
elaborate method for meditation and his thoughts on the topic must be gleaned from a 
range of his writings. Chan draws attention to the significance of self-examination in 
Perkins’ thought—as God’s Law was reflected upon the conscience was awakened to a 
sense of sinfulness, a process that was critical in preparing for conversion.68 Yet 
meditation played a vital role in the post-conversion experience as well. For example, 
careful consideration of the truths of Scripture enabled the believer to face difficulties in 
life: ‘Meditation of the comfortable doctrines that are set downe in the word of God, 
touching afflictions’ could ease the troubled mind.69 Perkins was also an advocate of 
meditating upon heaven, which he saw as a further means of coping with life’s troubles
62 Ibid., 22-3, 399,402.
63 Ibid., 23-4. Cf. Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 38.
64 For the Puritan attitude to the imagination, see the discussion below.
65 Greenham, Workes, 23.
66 See Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 40-1.
67 For Perkins, see Michael Jinkins, "Perkins, William (1558-1602)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004). For Perkins’ influence, see Raymond A. Blacketer, "William Perkins (1558-1602)," in The 
Pietist Theologians: An Introduction to Theology in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Carter 
Lindberg (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 48.
68 Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 42-4.
69 William Perkins, The Workes of That Famovs and Vvorthy Minister of Christ in the Universitie of 
Cambridge (London, 1612), 'Cases of Conscience', Vol. II, 29.
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as well as an aid to keeping the sinful imagination in check.70 It is in this context of 
discussing the governing of thoughts that Perkins has one of his more extensive 
discussions on the value of meditation, advocating serious deliberation ‘on those things 
which may further saluation.’ Such ‘spiritual considerations ... doe either concerne God, 
or our selves,’ and Perkins then elaborates on a range of topics under these headings, 
including God’s word and works, and for ‘ourselves’, the various sins and temptations to 
which people are prone.71 The change in thinking that results brings benefits to the 
practitioner’s own soul and promotes both love for the brethren and the glory of God.72 
Once again, therefore, self-examination appears as a dominant theme in Perkins’ doctrine 
of sanctification.
A significant step in the development of aids to piety within English practical 
divinity occurred with the work of one described as ‘another Greenham,’ Richard Rogers 
(1550-1618), in his 1603 publication, Seven Treatises^ This book, although having 
similarities to earlier Catholic devotional works, forged a new genre of Puritan literature. 
As Rogers indicated in his preface, he had not come across any other book designed ‘to 
helpe the frailty of Gods children’ by setting forth the deceitfulness of sin and its 
consequent dangers and providing directions ‘gathered for mens lives to governe and 
order them, which tieth them to daily use of the same throughout their whole course.’74 
Yet Rogers did not want this devotional work to be characterised by burdensome duties.
70 Ibid., 'Cases of Conscience', Vol. II, 34-6; 'A Treatise of Mans Imaginations', Vol. II, 478.
71 Ibid., 'A Treatise of Mans Imaginations', Vol. II, 479-83.
72 Ibid., 'A Treatise of Mans Imaginations', Vol. II, 483. This paragraph is dependent on Chan, "Puritan 
Meditative Tradition", 41-9.
73 Richard Rogers, Seven Treatises: Containing Such Direction as Is Gathered out of the Holy Scriptures, 
Leading and Guiding to True Happinesse, Both in This Life and in the Life to Come: And May Be Called 
the Practice o f Christianity, 5th ed. (London, 1630), sig. Ar. The description is made by Stephen Egerton in 
his dedication. For Rogers, see Francis J. Bremer, "Rogers, Richard (1551-1618)," in ODNB (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).
74 Rogers, Seven Treatises, sig. A5r.
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On the contrary, he desired robust faith, where ‘the certainty of Gods love’ and ‘this hope 
which is set before him’ enable the believer to rest in ‘true happiness.’ The directions he 
offered, therefore, aimed to guide one to a steady assurance without impudence, ‘resting 
and beleeving in God, yet without bold presumption, and fearing their owne weakness, 
but yet without dreadful! and deadly despairing.’7^ The seven treatises begin by 
explaining the nature of those who truly are God’s children and their manner of life. In 
the third treatise Rogers explained the means provided by God to live this sort of life, and 
his directions for meditation are located here. To meditate one must lay aside the 
concerns of life and company of others and engage in serious thought about ‘things 
heavenly,’ by which he means matters of God and his kingdom. Such an exercise takes in 
a variety of subjects,76 and those he surveyed became included in the contemplations of 
the practical Divines.
Rogers highlighted Scriptural precedents to justify the practice, but indicated that 
‘few are acquainted with it’ and ‘it is new and strange to such as have not beene 
accustomed to it,’ suggesting that meditation had not yet become customary within 
Puritan devotional life.77 This is probably why Rogers devoted two chapters to the topic, 
more than he apportioned to any of the other means to godliness described in the third 
treatise. He set forth various hindrances to meditation and how these might be overcome,
7> Ibid., sig. A6V.
76 Ibid., 312; ‘And the matter of this our meditation, may be of any part of Gods word; of God himselfe, his 
wisdome, power; his mercie; or of the infinite varieties of good things which wee receive of his free 
bountie; also of his workes and judgements; or on our estate, as our sinnes, and the vilenesse of our 
corruption, that wee yet carry about us; or of our mortalitie, of the changes in this world, of our deliverance 
from sinne, and death; of the manifold afflictions of this life, and how wee may in best manner beare and 
goe thorow them, and the benefit thereof, and the manifold, and great privileges which wee enjoy daily 
through the inestimable kindnesse of God towards us: but specially of those things which we have most 
speciall need of.’
77 Ibid., 312-6.
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then outlined his rules for meditation and some examples thereof.78 The rules are brief— 
four instructions concerned with preparing one’s heart, the topics to meditate upon, and 
for those who struggle regarding subject manner, he directed them to certain passages of 
Scripture or his own meditations that follow.79 His own suggestions were set in self- 
contained aphoristic form that functioned as launching pads to further reflection.80 Rogers 
advanced the practice of meditation by bringing it ‘into a much more distinct focus in the 
Puritan religious experience.’81 For him, it was ‘an helpe most profitable to godlinesse,’ 
and therefore an exercise of benefit to all.82 Like Greenham, the intellect is the key 
faculty in the process, but always operating with the aim of moving the affections or ‘to 
quicken thy dull heart.’83 But as yet there was no formal method in place to ensure that 
the rational process of reflection upon God’s truth was worked into the affections and 
behaviour.
Joseph Hall (1574-1656), however, remedied this lack and provided English 
practical divinity with a ‘system’ of meditation.84 This is found in The Art o f Divine 
Meditation, first published in 1606. His method blended rational consideration with the 
stirring of godly affections, but he granted priority to the latter. ‘A man is a man by his 
understanding part,’ said Hall, ‘but he is a Christian by his will and affections.’85 Hall’s 
procedure was designed to establish this voluntarist emphasis, because he believed that
78 Ibid., 316-42.
79 Ibid., 324.
80 Cf. Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 58. Chan notes that Rogers’ diary is replete with references to 
such meditations and those found in Seven Treatises may represent only a small sample of those he 
composed. See Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 58-9; M. M. Knappen, ed. Two Elizabethan Puritan 
Diaries by Richard Rogers and Samuel Ward (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1933).
81 Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 59.
82 Rogers, Seven Treatises, 313.
83 Ibid.,311 ,313 .
84 For Hall, see Richard A. McCabe, "Hall, Joseph (1574-1656)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
85 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, The Art of Divine Meditation', 100.
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there were more in his day ‘that have much knowledge without zeal’ than vice versa.86 
The role of the understanding in meditation, therefore, was but ‘an instrument’ to enable 
the heart to be affected, and only then does one ‘know aright’ .87
The first type of meditation he describes required no rule or method because it is 
‘extemporal, occasioned by outward occurrences offered to the mind. ’ 88 This refers to 
that preparedness of mind that lets no object or circumstance pass by without gaining 
from it some spiritual benefit, a practice that became known as meditation upon the 
creatures.89 The other form recommended by Hall, deliberate meditation, was open to 
guidance and instruction and this became the main focus of the treatise. He indicated that 
only a repentant and sincere soul, free from worldly thoughts and willing to persist in the 
practice, was able to profit from meditation.90 Hall then provided directions for place, 
time and bodily posture.91 Of interest here is the degree of flexibility; Hall has his 
preferences but does not demand uniformity. There is, though, a strong thrust to make 
meditation a daily activity. Ministers should seek never to miss a day and ‘secular men, 
not many.’ If omissions do occur, one should meditate with ‘double labor’ on another day 
to make up.92 As to the subject matter for meditation, the core advice was to choose 
‘those matters in divinity which can most of all work compunction in the heart and most 
stir us up to devotion,’ under which is subsumed an even larger list of topics than Rogers 
recommended, though of a similar nature.93 The actual process of meditation is a
86 Ibid.,'Art', 72.
87 Ibid.,'Art', 100.
88 Ibid.,'Art', 72-3.
89 Ibid.,'Art', 73-4.
90 Ibid.,'Art', 75-9.
91 Ibid.,'Art', 80-83.
92 Ibid.,'Art', 77-8.
93 Ibid., 'Art', 84. Included are ‘the Deity in His essence and Persons ... His attributes ... His works ... 
meditations concerning Christ Jesus our Mediator... the benefit of our redemption, the certainty of our
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movement through three phases. The entrance involves seeking the assistance of God in 
prayer and choosing an appropriate topic. The next stage, ‘the proceeding’ begins in the 
understanding as the matter is examined under ten logical heads, then moves to seven 
steps to raise the affections. These seven steps involve both a logical and a psychological 
progression, as the soul is led on an undulating journey through emotional highs and lows 
to achieve maximum impact upon the soul.94 Finally, when the affections have reached 
sufficient height the meditation is concluded with thanksgiving and a commitment to 
glorify and serve God.9:1
The methodical nature of the procedure is most apparent when Hall set out the ten 
steps that involve the understanding and the further seven concerned with the affections. 
But once again he refused to say that his way was the only appropriate method. Rules 
provide guidance, but if they become ossified they do more harm than good. In particular, 
he was wary of binding the understanding into too strict a method, as this would hinder 
the greater purpose of stirring the affections and will: ‘as the mind, if it go loose and 
without rule, roves to no purpose, so, if it be too much fettered with the gyves of strict 
regularity, moveth nothing at all.’96 Yet Hall was utterly convinced of the merit of the 
practice. He would not rule out the other means of grace that serve to enhance godly 
living, but he certainly raised meditation to a new level of devotional significance within 
English Protestantism. His words sum it up:
election, the graces and proceeding of our sanctification, our glorious estate in Paradise lost in our first 
parents, our present vileness, our inclination to sin, our several actual offences, the temptations and sleights 
of evil angels, the use of the sacraments, the nature and practice of faith and repentance, the miseries of life 
with the frailty of it, the certainty and uncertainty of our death, the glory of God’s saints above, the 
awfulness of judgment, the terrors of hell; and the rest of this quality...’
94 See Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 64-5.
95 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 'Art', 84-107.
96 Ibid., 'Art', 88. See also 107: ‘Thus have I endeavored ... to prescribe a method of meditation, not upon 
so strict terms of necessity that whosoever goeth not my way erreth.’
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This alone is the remedy of security and worldliness, the pastime of saints, the ladder of heaven, 
and, in short, the best improvement of Christianity. Learn it who can and neglect it who list; he 
shall never find joy neither in God nor in himself which doth not know and practice it.97
The impact of Hall’s method was immense. The ‘newness’ and 
comprehensiveness of it is evident in Samuel Ward’s comment in 1615 that meditation 
was ‘An Art lately so taught’ by Hall that he need not expound its workings in any 
detail.98 In Hall’s funeral sermon, the Reverend John Whitefoot commends his 
contribution: ‘A great master he was, and one of the first that taught this church the art of 
divine meditation’.99 Furthermore, when Richard Rogers’ Seven Treatises was abridged 
in 1618, the editor, Stephen Egerton, claimed not to have ‘borrowed any thing out of any 
other, sauing onely in the Chapter of Meditation, wherein I added something out of a 
learned Diuine, who wrote not many yeeres agoe of that argument.’100 The marginal note 
indicates that that Divine was Joseph Hall, and portions of the said chapter are lifted 
straight from The Art o f Divine Meditation. Isaac Ambrose and Edmund Calamy also 
borrowed extensively from Hall, so his influence extended well into the latter part of the 
seventeenth-century.101
John Downame was another who drew upon the work of Hall.102 He located his 
discussion on meditation within his work A Gvide to Godlynesse, an immense treatise of 
practical Christianity explaining the duties of the faith, the hindrances to fulfilling them,
97 Ibid., 'Art', 71. See also 107-8: ‘meditation ... is the very end God hath given us our souls fo r .... It is not 
more impossible to live without an heart than to be devout without meditation.’
98 Samuel Ward, The Coal from the Altar, to Kindle the Holy Fire ofZeale (London, 1615), 52. The 
marginal notation ‘Doct. Hall’ indicates that Hall is the subject of this reference.
99 Philip Wynter, ed. The Works of Joseph Hall, D.D., 10 vols. (Oxford: 1863), Vol. 1,73. Cited from 
Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 51.
I<H) Richard Rogers, The Practice ofChristianitie (London, 1618), sig. a5r.
101 The books concerned were Isaac Ambrose, Prima, Media, & Ultima: The First, Middle and Last Things: 
In Three Treatises (London, 1654), Calamy, Divine Meditation. See Kaufmann, Pilgrim's Progress, 130-3, 
John R. Knott, Sword, 69.
102 For Downame, see P. S. Seaver, "Downham, John (1571-1652)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
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and means to remove such hindrances. Meditation was one such means. His debt to 
Hall’s principles is both obvious and acknowledged. Noting that many writers, ‘both ... 
ancient ...and also moderne’ have deliberated on this topic, he said that Hall’s piece 
‘leaueth all others farre behind him.’103 Knott and Daniel perceive significant differences 
in orientation between Hall and Downame, yet the approaches are essentially the same.104 
Downame’s account is more detailed and, because the discussion is located in a work 
devoted to the broader theme of sanctification, it contains extra material on hindrances to 
meditation and benefits to be gained from it.I0^ Two other features of his approach are 
worthy of comment. First, although noting their close association, he distinguishes 
meditation from contemplation, a distinction that follows certain medieval precedents. He 
provided a somewhat rhapsodic description of the ‘high and heauenly’ nature of 
contemplation, but assured the reader that meditation was ‘within the reach of all 
Christians which will put our their hand vnto it.’106 Thus he believed that formal 
meditation is an exercise to be pursued by all who would seek progress in piety. Second, 
he distinguished meditation from self-examination, and considered the latter to be a 
separate means to godliness. These variations from Hall reflect the careful, systematic 
nature of Downame’s treatise that was undertaking a much larger project than Hall’s 
monograph. But in terms of the discussion on meditation itself, the two works have much 
in common, especially in the attention given to using knowledge in the understanding to 
stir the affections and the will, and thus prompt godly living.
103 John Downame, A Gvide to Godlynesse or a Treatise of a Christian Life (London, 1622), 533.
11)4 John R. Knott, Sword, 69, Greg K. Daniel, "The Puritan Ladder of Meditation: An Explication of Puritan 
Meditation and Its Compatibility with Catholic Meditation" (MA, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 
1993), 30.
105 John R. Knott, Sword, 69.
106 Downame, Gvide, 534.
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The next major advance within this tradition of meditation occurs in the work of 
Baxter himself, and his approach will be considered in detail in the forthcoming chapters. 
The development and methodisation that has been observed in the preceding survey does 
not result in a totally uniform approach. Yet there has been a movement from ad hoc 
exhortation to a formal practice that was generally endorsed as a standard means of 
fostering spiritual growth for all believers, regardless of their level of maturity. It has 
been incorporated as one of the profitable exercises and duties that ought to characterise 
the rhythm of life of those who are serious about living unto God. 107 The method itself 
fits neatly within the theological and psychological framework of the Puritans and other 
practical Divines, whereby true faith involves all the faculties of the rational soul, and the 
intellect and will so co-operate that the effect is evident in behaviour and practice.108
Subjects for meditation within English practical divinity
The preceding discussion has indicated that it took some time for the term ‘meditation’ to 
gain technical and methodical significance within English religious thought. For much of 
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the expression had a range of meanings. 109 
White notes that at times the word ‘connotes very little more than “thoughts about” .’ 110 
‘We all meditate,’ said Joseph Hall, urging his readers to ensure that the subjects thereof
107 For the types of meditation suitable for different times of day and different days of the week, see 
Hambrick-Stowe, Practice, 161-4.
108 For an understanding of Puritan psychology and the role of reason, see Perry Miller, The New England 
Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1939, 1963), Bks 1 
& II; Charles L. Cohen, God's Caress: The Psychology of Puritan Religious Experience (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986), chaps 1 & 2; John Morgan, Godly Learning: Puritan Attitudes Towards 
Reason, Learning, and Education, 1560-1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), chaps 2-4.
109 Green, Print and Protestantism, 279.
110 White, English Devotional, 154.
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‘be divine and spiritual, not evil and worldly’ . 111 The term was also often applied to 
prayers, ‘so called because they were seen as a product of the meditator’s reflection on 
some biblical truth which issued in a prayer,’ and thus at times the terms ‘prayer’ and 
‘meditation’ were used in ways in which their function cannot readily be distinguished.112 
Therefore many of the devotional works of the sixteenth-century that carried ‘meditation’ 
in the title, whether Protestant or Catholic, were books of prayers and reflections set forth 
for the edification of the reader. 113
Over time, however, various Protestant authors applied the term ‘meditation’ to 
the process of reflection, not just upon the word of God, but on various other topics that 
were thought to be essential to Christian growth. As Baxter himself put it, ‘Meditation 
hath a large field to walk in. ’ 114 The Puritan obsession with making progress in one’s 
spiritual walk meant that an attitude of thoughtfulness ought to pervade many areas of 
life. This did not overturn the earlier point on the significance of the Scriptures in 
Protestant meditation, since reflection upon these other topics was always to be 
conducted in the light of Scriptural truth.
111 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 83.
112 Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 36, see also 23, 31-33.
113 For example, Thomas Achelley, The Key of Knowledge Contayning Sundry Godly Prayers and 
Meditations, Very Necessary to Occupy the Mindes of Well Disposed Persons (London, 1572); Ralph Allin, 
The Hauen of Hope Containing Godlie Praiers and Meditations for Diuers Purposes (London, 1585); John 
Bradford, Godlie Meditations Vpon the Lordes Prayer, the Beleefe, and Ten Commaundementes with Other 
Comfortable Meditations, Praiers and Exercises (London, 1562); Henry Bull, Christian Praiers and Holy 
Meditations as Well for Priuate as Publike Exercise, Gathered out of the Most Godly Learned in Our Time 
(London, 1570); Edward Dering, Godly Priuate Praiers, for Houshoulders to Meditate Vpon, and to Saye 
in Theyr Families (London, 1578); Oliver Pigg, Meditations Concerning Praiers to Almightie God for the 
Saftie of England, When the Spaniards Were Come into the Narrow Seas. August 1588. As Also Other 
Meditations Concerning Thanksgiuing, for Deliuering England from the Crueltie of the Spaniards, and for 
Their Meruellous Confusion and Ouerthrow (London, 1589); Gaspar de Loarte, The Godly Garden of 
Gethsemani Furnished with Holsome Fruites of Meditation and Prayer, Vpon the Blessed Passion of Christ 
Our Redeemer (London, 1580).
114 Baxter, SER, PW3,298.
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One such subject for meditation was one’s own life. John Downame noted that 
‘consideration and examination of our estate ... are in truth but branches of Meditation,’ 
and were valuable as ‘meanes of godly life.’115‘What a shame it is,’ said Richard Sibbes, 
‘that so nimble and swift spirit as the soul is, that can mount up to heaven, and from 
thence come down into the earth in an instant, should, while it looks over all other things, 
overlook itself! that it should be ... ignorant of the story of itself!’116 The English 
practical Divines were aware of the dangers of such an omission and did not baulk at 
promoting the use of this means to assist the believer’s spiritual advancement.
Such a practice of self-examination was sometimes advocated as a necessary step 
before true conversion, or as a useful aid in determining whether one’s standing before 
God was sound. The practical Divines believed that there were evidences of genuine 
saving faith. ‘Shew me the certaine signes and tokens ... whereby all men may certainly 
know that they are sanctified, regenerate, & shall be saved,’ asked the Ignorant Man in 
Arthur Dent’s The Plaine-Mans Pathway to Heaven. The Divine responds, ‘There bee 
eight infallible notes & tokens of a regenerate mind, which may well bee tearmed the 
eight figures of salvation,’ and then he proceeds to enumerate them.117 Such lists were 
provided to assist in careful reflection on one’s spiritual state. Complacency, hypocrisy 
and false security were ever-present dangers so vigilance was necessary. ‘Without self-
115 Downame, Gvide, 605.
116 Richard Sibbes, The Soul's Conflict with Itself, and Victory over Itself by Faith, ed. Alexander B. 
Grosart, 7 vols., vol. 1, Works of Richard Sibbes (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1862), 165. Attention 
to this reference originally derived from Bozeman, Precisianist Strain, 106.
117 Arthur Dent, The Plaine-Mans Pathway to Heaven (London, 1637), 31.
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examination,’ wrote Thomas Watson, ‘we can never know how it is with us. If we should 
die presently, we cannot tell to what Coast we should sail; whether to Hell or Heaven.’ 118 
Yet exhortations to this practice were more frequently concerned with the motive 
of spiritual growth. To burrow to the depths of one’s soul, searching for hidden sins and 
faulty motivations was not simply a pre-requisite for salvation, but a crucial means to 
advancement in godly living. Robert Bolton, contrasting the true believer with the 
hypocrite, writes, ‘a sincere heart is euer most censorious and seuere against it selfe; most 
searching into, and sensible of its owne sinnes; prying with speciall curiositie and 
inquisitiuenesse, into the endlesse maze of its owne wicked windings and depths of 
guile. ’ 119 For Bolton, such self-awareness shapes a charitable disposition towards others. 
Richard Rogers speaks more generally of the benefits: ‘watchfulnesse is a great meane to 
maintaine a godly life,’ and those ignorant or neglectful of its employment ‘will make the 
godly life in great part to be bereaved both of her gaine and beautie. ’ 120
This process did not focus simply upon sin and other such solemn subjects and 
was not intended to extinguish any sense of joy and freedom from the believer’s life. 
Nonetheless, attention to one’s failings was deemed to be of vital importance. John 
Downame captures the general mood: ‘But the chiefe things wherin we must most often 
and seriously examine our selves, are our sinnes, and the miseries and punishments which 
attend upon them.’ 121 The matter was of such import that he even suggested keeping a
118 Thomas Watson, Heaven Taken by Storm (London, 1669), 60. Cited from Owen C. Watkins, The 
Puritan Experience (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972), 10.
119 Robert Bolton, Some Generali Directions for a Comfortable Walking with God (London, 1626), 128.
120 Rogers, Seven Treatises, 310-11.
121 Downame, Gvide, 607.
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detailed register of the results of one’s introspection. 122 The goal of this thoroughgoing 
process was clear: ‘that it may serue as an effectual meanes to bring vs to repentance. ’ 123 
Sin was perceived to be so destructive to the soul that anything that might help expunge it 
must do the believer good. Self-examination was commended as an activity that cleansed 
the soul of the detritus that hindered a joyful walk with the Lord. The exponents of such 
‘ watchfulnesse’ testified to an experience of ‘sound and constant joy’ and claimed that 
they found their lives ‘free from many, and those also the greatest discomforts, and filled 
with the contrary peace. ’ 124 As Thomas Watson argued, when practised in the light of 
God’s law, it was a procedure that enabled true piety to flourish.125
This probing procedure was not original to the Puritans, but echoed the practice of 
self-examination that had been central to pre-Reformation Catholic devotion and 
continued in a more structured form in sixteenth-century Catholic reform movements, 
notably in the works of Ignatius de Loyola and Luis de Granada. 126 Yet it was not absent 
from the Protestant and Reformed tradition either, even if it reached a zenith of 
systematisation in the works of these practical Divines. Calvin linked the knowledge of
122 Ibid., 610: ‘But because our observation is slight, our memories short, and not able to recount and recall 
them, when we most need to haue them in our sight, and because we oftentimes are interrupted in this 
exercise by many distractions: It should be a profitable course, if we w ould,... examine our selues 
thorowly and seriously, according to euery one of the Commandments, in the order before prescribed; and 
as we goe, take a Catalogue of all the sinnes that we can with deliberate study call to our remembrance, 
which we haue committed in the whole course of our hues, not in the particular acts, which being often 
reiterated, are innumerable, but in their seuerall kinds.’
123 Ibid., 613.
124 Rogers, Seven Treatises, 305-6.
125 Thomas Watson, The Saints Delight to Which Is Annexed a Treatise of Meditation (London, 1657), 254: 
‘Meditation keeps the heart in good decorum. It plucks up the weeds of sin, it prunes the luxuriant 
branches, it waters the flowers of grace, it sweeps away all the walks in the heart, that Christ may walk 
there with delight. For want of holy meditation the heart lies like the sluggards f ie ld ,... all overgrown with 
thorns and briars, unclean earthly thoughts. It is rather the divels hogsty, than Christ’s garden.’
126 Daniel, "Puritan Ladder", 51-3.
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self with the knowledge of God,127 and the same co-ordination is apparent in Puritan 
works. William Perkins said that ‘wee know God by looking into our selues,’ and Lewis 
Bayly claimed that there cannot be ‘any good Practice, without the knowledge of a man’s
own self ,’128
No wonder, therefore, that self-examination was insisted on as a regular duty. 
''Meditation of what we doe dayly, is reckoned amongst the dayly exercises of the godly,’ 
wrote William Ames, and Joseph Alleine believed that ‘If ever you come to any growth 
in holiness without the constant use of this practice, I am grosly deceiv’d.’129 Such writers 
did not claim that the task was easy and show signs of being fully aware of the effort and 
perseverance necessary to truly carry it out. Nevertheless they believed that such rigour, 
although it may have proved burdensome to certain believers, was a necessary avenue to 
travel if one was to maintain spiritual health. These Divines held that a deep awareness of 
one’s sin would awaken the individual to the need for forgiveness and feed a rich 
appreciation of the extent of God’s mercies. And the godly, by continuing the process of 
introspection day by day, would be able to chart the ongoing divine work upon the soul, 
strengthening their resolve to continue in the life of faithful obedience. This practice was 
a classic example of the Puritan belief mentioned earlier, that the channels of God’s 
grace, mediated by the work of the Spirit, flowed through various means and worked in 
accordance with a person’s nature, and thus spiritual blessing was only grasped by 
appropriate effort on the part of the believer. It is no surprise that this orthodox Puritan
127 ‘Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the 
knowledge of God and of ourselves.’ John T. McNeill, ed. Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 
vols.,vol. l,T he Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 1.1 .i. Cf. Homilies, 
2 .
128 Perkins, Golden Chaine, 4; Lewis Bayly, The Practice of Piety. Directing a Christian How to Walk That 
He May Please God, 35 ed. (London, 1683), 3.
129 William Ames, Conscience with the Power and Cases Thereof Devided into V. Bookes (London, 1639), 
Bk 1,27; Alleine, Explanation, sig. M5V.
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strand was highly suspicious and openly critical of theological systems such as that 
subscribed to by those called ‘Enthusiasts’ who maintained that God worked directly on 
the soul independent of such means.130
Concern for one’s state before God issued in another subject for m editation- 
death, particularly one’s own coming demise. ‘This life is but a journey unto death,’ 
wrote Joseph Henshaw, ‘and every day we are some spannes neerer the grave; how is it 
that wee which are so neere our death, are so farre from thinking of it?’131 Once again 
there was a long precedent for this practice, with authors of various theological and 
philosophical persuasions quoting the likes of Plato and Socrates as to its value.132 Even 
the moral of one of Aesop’s fables was to ‘Meditate upon Death ... for we find but two 
Certainties in this World, Life, and Death,’133 More noteworthy, however, was the 
medieval tradition of ars moriendi, a genre of devotional works designed to assist one in 
a safe passage to the next world by means of reflection upon one’s own death.134 The 
Puritans similarly were attuned to the significance of the life to come and set forth their 
own advice, formulated in the light of their Protestant soteriological principles. An early 
example, written by Thomas Becon before 1553, was The Sicke Marines Salue,135
130 Watkins, Puritan Experience, 12. Note the comment in The Westminster Confession of Faith, 1647, V.3: 
‘God, in his ordinary providence, maketh use of means, yet is free to work without, above, and against 
them, at his pleasure.’ See Philip Schaff, ed. The Creeds of Christendom, 3 vols., vol. 3 (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Baker Books, 1931, 1998), 612-3.
131 Joseph Henshaw, Horae Succisivae, or Spare-Houres of Meditations, 2nd ed. (London, 1631), 20-21, 
cited from White, English Devotional, 210.
132 For example, Richard Barckley, The Felicitie of Man, or, His Summum Bonum (London, 1631), 510; 
Isaac Barrow, Practical Discourses Upon the Consideration of Our Latter End, and the Danger and 
Mischief of Delaying Repentance (London, 1694), 101; Lancelot Andrewes, Holy Devotions (London, 
1663), 470.
133 Aesop, The Fables of Young Aesop, with Their Morals with a Moral History of His Life and Death, 
Illustrated with Forty Curious Cuts Applicable to Each Fable (London, 1700), 9.
134 See Dom Francios Vandenbroucke Dorn Jean Leclercq, Louis Bouyer, The Spirituality of the Middle 
Ages, trails. Carlisle The Benedictines of Holme Eden Abbey, vol. 2, A History of Christian Spirituality 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1982), 485-6.
135 Thomas Becon, The Sicke Mannes Salue (London, 1561).
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William Perkins, with a title that indicates a nod of respect to Becon’s work, penned A 
Salve for a Sicke Man in 1595, which proved to be very influential.136 Perkins and others 
argued that death could be faced with a confidence sustained by the promises of God, and 
the pious believer could create such a buoyant state by means of meditation. The 
obligatory nature of the task is expressed in John Owen’s sermon, “The Christian’s Work 
of Dying Daily”: ‘It is the duty of all believers to be preparing themselves every day to 
die cheerfully, comfortably, and if it may be, triumphing in the Lord.’137 The need was 
even more apparent when death was close, and some authors provided explicit 
suggestions as to the form that such meditation should take. Lewis Bayly proposed, ‘If 
thy Sickness be like to increase unto Death, then meditate on three things: First, how 
graciously God dealeth with thee. Secondly, from what evils Death will free thee.
Thirdly, what good Death will bring unto thee.’138 And as one reached ‘that time of 
departure ... There can be no better meditation ... than to thinke on that good Lord. It 
causeth a willing and safe leaving of this world; a perfecting and completing of all, that 
hath bene here begun.’139 Those who heeded such advice sometimes unwittingly found 
themselves contributing to an unusual form of the biographical genre, as their death-bed 
experiences were written up in hagiographical style for the explicit purpose of reassuring 
and encouraging other believers.140
136 William Perkins, A Salve for a Sicke Man (London, 1595). The references derive from Ralph 
Houlbrooke, "The Puritan Death-Bed, C.1560-C.1660," in The Culture of English Puritanism, 1560-1700, 
ed. Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales, Themes in Focus (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan, 
1996), 122-44. See also Gordon S. Wakefield, Puritan Devotion: Its Place in the Development of Christian 
Piety (London: Epworth Press, 1957), 143-8.
137 William H.Goold,ed. The Works of John Owen (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1965), 9:336. 
Cited from Wallace, ed. Spirituality, xxii.
I3S Bayly, Practice of Piety, 392.
139 George Abbot, An Exposition Vpon the Prophet Ionah (London, 1600), 279.
140 Houlbrooke, "Puritan Death-Bed," 127ff.
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Closely allied to the theme of death was meditation upon the Day of Judgment 
and upon hell. Thomas Taylor offered a picturesque exposition upon these subjects. In a 
telling image he urges frequent and serious reflection upon the courtroom ‘from whence 
is no appeal’: ‘Feathers swim upon the water, but gold sinks into it; light feathery 
Christians flote in vanity, they minde not the day of judgement, but serious spirits sink 
deep into the meditation of it. ’ 141 He stated that to take such a plunge nourished 
appropriate self-examination and prompted an assessment of one’s standing with 
Christ. 142 A thoughtful attitude toward hell brought similar benefits: ‘Meditate much on 
hell. Let us go into hell by contemplation, that we may not go into hell by 
condemnation. ’ 143
Important for an appreciation of Baxter’s use of broader Catholic meditative 
techniques is to recognise the similarities and differences that existed between Puritan 
meditations on hell and that of Catholic predecessors and contemporaries. Catholic 
devotional works had advocated meditation on this subject, because ‘it moveth us to 
susteine the labours and austeritie of penance. ’ 144 The Puritan motivation was quite 
different. While Taylor acknowledged that it was an aid in inducing fear of sin, it also 
caused the true believer to rejoice in the knowledge of their eternal security: ‘The Saints 
have the garment of Christs righteousness upon them, and the fire of hell can never singe 
this garment. ’ 143 Within the Protestant schema for this subject of meditation, therefore,
141 Watson, Saints Delight, 127.
142 Ibid., 129-30.
143 Ibid., 137.
144 Lewis de Granada, O f Prayer, and Meditation, trans. Richard Hopkins (Paris, 1582), 482.
145 Watson, Saints Delight, 137-9. The references and ideas in this paragraph are dependent upon Daniel, 
"Puritan Ladder",88-9.
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the believer could both be challenged to turn from any spiritual failings as well as being 
able to rest confidently in the security of their eternal status.
A more positive note was a concern for the alternate destiny. Hambrick-Stowe 
maintains that ‘pilgrimage’ was the dominant metaphor in Puritan spirituality, with the 
celestial city being the great object of Christian living.146 While there has been a good 
deal of scholarly discussion about the Puritan doctrine of ‘preparation’ for conversion147, 
much of the Puritan devotional life and the exercises enshrined within it were in fact 
preparation for this longer-term goal, of ensuring that the heart is ready for heaven.148 For 
these Divines, taking this heavenly-mindedness seriously would have a profound impact 
on how one viewed the earthly life. John Downame, in The Christian Warfare, exhorted 
his readers: ‘We should not set our hearts on the World and worldly things, because we 
are but pilgrims and strangers on the earth.’149 This journeying motif, implied in the use 
of the terminology of ‘pilgrim’ and embracing within it implications of continual 
progress and advancement, suited the Puritan emphasis on Christian growth. It found 
expression in many Protestant sermons and treatises, the classic articulation being John 
Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress.'5" Once again this theme was borrowed from the 
earlier Catholic tradition, yet with significant differences. English Protestants repudiated
146 Hambrick-Stowe, Practice, 54.
147 See, for example, Norman Pettit, The Heart Prepared: Grace and Conversion in Puritan Spiritual Life, 
Second Edition with a New Introduction by David D. Hall ed. (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1966, 1989); Kendall, Calvin.
148 Hambrick-Stowe, Practice, 21 -2, drawing upon the work of William K. B. Stoever, 'A Faire and Easie 
Way to Heaven': Covenant Theology and Antinomianism in Early Massachusetts (Middletown, Conn.: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1978).
149 John Downame, The Christian Warfare (London, 1604), 619. Cited from Hambrick-Stowe, Practice, 55.
150 N. H. Keeble, '"To Be a Pilgrim': Constructing the Protestant Life in Early Modern England," in 
Pilgrimage: The English Experience from Becket to Bunyan, ed. Colin .Morris and Peter Roberts 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 242, lists fifteen such works. See also Keeble,
"Puritanism and Literature," in The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. 
Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 317-8.
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literal pilgrimages, because they were perceived to be acts of idolatry and worldliness as 
well as a misuse of money.151 This antagonism, however, ‘did not expel pilgrimage from 
the religious lexicon; rather, it appropriated it to a new purpose.’152 That new purpose was 
the figurative usage just described, the journey from this world to the next. In keeping 
with the principles of their theological system, the metaphor was rooted in biblical 
language, especially Hebrews 11 with its catalogue of Old Testament heroes of faith who 
exemplified the lifestyle that looked beyond the immediate to the joys of a better, 
heavenly country.153 Such an image, therefore, was pressed into service by these Divines 
to promote the vigilance they believed was essential in the practice of the life of faith.
In addition to the idea of life as a pilgrimage, this interest in the world to come 
was also evident in the common practice of meditating upon heaven. ‘[T|hough our 
bodies are here beneath,’ claimed John Downame, ‘ ... our minds and affections should 
be on things aboue.’154 Heaven was worthy of such attention, being ‘the extract and 
quintessence of all blessednesse.’155 Robert Bolton, in General Directions fo r  a 
Comfortable Walking with God, not only encouraged believers to meditate upon heaven, 
but in an extended soliloquy also painted a glorious vision of the state of beatitude that 
awaited; a useful spur, perhaps, to those uncertain either of the value or the method of 
this particular duty.156
151 Keeble, "Pilgrim," 239.
152 Ibid., 242.
153 See Ibid., 244-5; Hambrick-Stovve, Practice, 54.
154 Downame, Gvide, 168.
155 Watson, Saints Delight, 139.
156 Bolton, Generali Directions, 64-5: ‘Let thy soule full often soare aloft vpon the wings of faith, vnto the 
glory of the Empyrean Heauen, where God dwelleth, and bathe it selfe before-hand with many a sweet 
meditation in that euerlasting blisse aboue.... to looke for euer vpon the glorious Bodie of Iesus Christ, 
shining with incomprehensible beautie ... To say nothing of the beauty and brightnesse of that euer-blessed 
Place ... the walking arme in arme with the Angels of God, that euerlasting joyfull communion, and 
conuersing with the dearest Christian friends, and all the crowned Saints, and innumerable felicities more,
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For these Divines of practical divinity, the rolling around in the mind of these 
kinds of thoughts was of immense benefit. ‘Nothing more steers the life of a Christian 
here,’ suggested Richard Sibbes, ‘than the consideration of the life hereafter.’157 The 
practice reset the compass of life to focus on what really mattered.158 Sometimes, 
however, the great eternal reality was not at the forefront of the believer’s mind. Joseph 
Hall berated himself for such a failing, and his meditation becomes a prayer for divine 
assistance:
Oh let me not be so foolish as to settle myself on what I must leave and to neglect eternity. I have 
seen enough of this earth, and yet 1 love it too much. Oh let me see heaven another while and love 
it so much more than the earth by how much the things there are more worthy to be loved. Oh 
God, look down on Thy wretched pilgrim, and teach me to look up to Thee to see Thy goodness in 
the land of the living.159
The intensity and personal engagement in these citations give some indication of the 
importance of this practice within English practical divinity.
Like the other forms of meditation that have been considered, the appropriation of 
this theme for these Divines was indebted to earlier devotional emphases. Augustine 
maintained that humanity was created with the capacity to contemplate and enjoy God in 
‘the holy and heavenly city,’ and a rich tradition arose that sought an anticipation of this 
experience.160 Gregory the Great believed that contemplative prayer provided such a
which infinitely surpasse in excellencie and sweetnesse, the comprehension of the largest heart, and 
expression of any Angels tongue.’ A similar sentiment is found in Robert Bolton, Mr. Bolton's Last and 
Learned Worke of the Foure Last Things, Death, Judgement, Hell, and Heaven (London, 1633), 126, where 
the reader is urged to 'enter into deepe meditations of the inestimable glory of it'.
157 Alexander B. Grosart, ed. Works of Richard Sibbes (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1862-64), 'A 
Glance of Heaven', Vol. 4, 170. Also: The more we set before the soul that quiet estate in heaven which 
the souls of perfect men enjoy, and itself ere long shall enjoy there, the more it will be in love with it, and 
endeavour to attain unto it.’ See Vol 1, 167.
158 Bolton, Generali Directions, 65: ‘Such fixed considerations as these, of things aboue, will serue as 
notable helpes to draw and keepe they heart Heauen-ward, and may mightily moue thee to delight in God, 
and to hold it the sweetest life vpon earth, to walke with him in the wayes of Puritie and Peace.’
159 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 104-5. The Art of Divine Meditation, chap. XXXIII. Cf. Occasional 
Meditations, chap. XCI, in Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 172-3.
160 Saint Augustine, The City of God, trans. Marcus Dods (New York: The Modern Library, 1950 reprint), 
810.
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glimpse and for Bernard, the entire mystic life enshrined this focus.161 While Anselm 
wanted his longings to increase, praying to St Mary Magdalene for ‘desire for the 
homeland of heaven,’ Thomas a Kempis’ yearnings were already full born and he was 
eager for their culmination: ‘O glorious day of eternity ... O how I long for the dawning 
of this day, and the end of all worldly things.’ 162 It has been suggested that these sorts of 
aspirations for the heavenly life were one of the dominant themes in monastic 
spirituality,163 and the evidence presented above attests to a similar concern within the 
works of the English practical Divines of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. As this 
study will demonstrate, it was also a dominant theme within Baxter’s approach to the life 
of piety.
Heaven was of such interest, not simply because it was believed to be a place of 
delight in and of itself, but because it was seen to be the dwelling place of God and 
Christ. Hence it was held that the ultimate desire of the believer’s heart was to be freed 
from sin and to be able to gaze face to face upon the Divine, and thus find the fruition of 
a relationship beset with such limitations while in a mortal frame. What part did 
meditation upon God and Christ play in the schema of the practical Divines? Deliberation 
upon God himself, though not a totally ignored theme, is not as much of a focus as might 
be expected. Those authors who suggested it tended to direct the reader to God’s 
attributes, works and promises rather than to speculation about his essential being. 
Discussing matters for meditation, Richard Rogers spoke ‘of God himself, his wisdome, 
power; his mercie; or of the infinite varietie of good things which wee receive of his free
161 Dom Jean Leclercq, Spirituality o f Middle Ages, 26-7, 195.
162 Saint Anselm, The Prayers and Meditations, trans. Benedicta Ward, The Penguin Classics 
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1973), 202; Thomas a Kempis, The Imitation o f Christ, trans. Leo 
Sherley-Price, The Penguin Classics (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1952), 154.
163 Dom Jean Leclercq, Spirituality o f Middle Ages, 124.
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bountie. ’ 164 John Owen, Thomas Watson and Edmund Calamy all listed various attributes 
of God that were worthy of consideration, with his omnipresence, omnipotence and 
omniscience featuring prominently.163 According to Owen, with these attributes at the 
forefront of one’s mind, the believer was primed to resist temptation, was kept from the 
seduction of less worthy thoughts, and was comforted during times of trial. 166 Without 
such meditation, maintained Watson, God’s promises would never have their desired 
impact upon the soul: ‘The promises may be compar’d to a golden Mine, which then only 
enricheth, when the gold is digged out; by holy meditation we digge out that spiritual 
gold which lies hid in the Mine of the promise, and so we come to be enriched.’ 167
There are reasons why meditation upon God was a relatively neglected theme in 
this tradition compared to other topics. First, there was an assumption that the regular 
discipline of meditating upon the Scriptures would naturally lead the practitioner into a 
deeper understanding of both the nature and actions of the divine author. To be ‘in the 
word’ was at the same time to be immersed in God and his ways with humankind.168 This 
being the case, there was less need to articulate a tight schema for reflection upon the 
divine nature. Second, there was a concern to steer well clear of any practice that might 
tend to idolatry. Protestants were peculiarly sensitive in this area.169 In the book of 
Homilies, the sermon entitled Against Peril of Idolatry is more than three times the length 
of any other discourse in the collection, and more than ten times the length of many of
164 Rogers, Seven Treatises, 312.
165 Goold, ed .John Owen, 'The Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded', Voi. 7, 367-94; Watson, 
Saints Delight, 73-90; Calamy, Divine Meditation, 127-8.
166 Goold, ed. John Owen, The Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded', Voi. 7, 373-6.
167 Watson, Saints Delight, 86.
168 See, for example, Ibid., 73; Calamy, Divine Meditation, 96-8.
169 See, for example, Margaret Aston, "Puritans and Iconoclasm, 1560-1660," in The Culture of English 
Puritanism, 1560-1700, ed. Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales, Themes in Focus (Basingstoke, 
Hampshire: Macmillan Press, 1996), 92-121.
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them. Idolatrous conceptions of God, however, could manifest themselves not only in 
external images and objects, but also within the human imagination. ‘A thing fained in 
the mind by imagination is an idol,’ claimed William Perkins.170 The imagination played 
a critical role within the accepted psychological understanding of the times, functioning 
as the mediator of information from the senses to the understanding and memory. The 
problem, though, was that it could distort the sensory material available to it or even form 
representations without reference to sense at all, thus opening a gateway for the 
understanding and will to be led astray.171 Hence, as Richard Sibbes writes, the 
imagination had a special capability to wreak havoc within human functioning: ‘amongst 
all the faculties of the soul, most of the disquiet and unnecessary trouble of our lives 
arises from the vanity and ill government of that power of the soul which we call 
imagination and opinion' }12
It is not hard, therefore, to understand the reasons why Puritan writers were 
cautious about meditating upon God and were wary of the emphasis upon ‘visualising’ 
found in some earlier Christian traditions. William Perkins captures the sentiment: ‘So 
soone as the mind frames vnto it selfe any forme of God (as when he is popishly 
conceiued to be like an old man, sitting in heauen in a throne with a scepter in his hand)
170 Perkins, Works, 'A warning against the Idolatrie of the last times', Vol. 1,695.
171 See Herschel Baker, The Image of Man: A Study of the Idea of Human Dignity in Classical Antiquity, the 
Middle Ages, and the Renaissance (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1947), 283-5; Miller, New England 
Mind, 257; Morgan, Godly Learning, 46; J. B. Bamborough, The Little World of Man (London: Longmans, 
Green and Co, 1952), 36-41.
172 Grosart, ed. Sibbes, 'The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Vol. 1, 178. See also Perkins, Works, 'A Treatise of 
Mans Imaginations', Vol. II, 453-83. For a discussion of the imagination within Sibbes oeuvre, see William 
A. Dyrness, Reformed Theology and Visual Culture: The Protestant Imagination from Calvin to Edwards 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 168-71.
72
an idoll is set vp in the mind.’173 In like manner, John Downham warned against any 
notion of God ‘as visible and corporall, who is incorporeall and inuisible; and as 
circumscriptible and finite, who is immense and infinite,’ as being idolatrous.174 This was 
not to rule out any sense of gaining a clearer vision of God in all his magnificence. 
Downham himself could assert that one of the benefits of meditation was that ‘it 
imparteth vnto vs some first beginnings of the vision and fruition of God, and inableth vs 
. . . to  discerne, as we are capable, some small glimpses of his glory.’17:1 This vision of 
God, however, was never meant to transgress the boundaries of what was appropriate as 
set out in the Bible; nor should it ignore the eschatological limitations of this present 
earthly existence. Perkins thought that idolatry could be avoided and God’s 
transcendence protected by conceiving of him in the mind according to ‘his properties 
and proper effects.’176 This, in effect, is the approach taken by Richard Bernard in his 
1610 work, Contemplative Pictvres: with Wholesome Precepts. The pictures he provides 
are ‘not Popish and sensible for superstition; but mentall for Diuine contemplation’; that 
is, there are no actual visual images but only verbal descriptions of God, heaven, and 
various other themes for the godly to meditate upon and find their souls enlivened.177 The 
great safeguard to keep the imagination in check was to keep the mind so replete with
173 Perkins, Works, 'Idolatrie', Vol I, 686. Cf. the discussion in Susan Hardman Moore, "For the Mind's Eye 
Only: Puritans, Images and 'the Golden Mines of Scripture'," Scottish Journal of Theology 59, (2006), 281 - 
96.
174 Downame, Gvide, 541.
175 Ibid., 537.
176 Perkins, Works, 'Idolatrie', Vol. I, 686.
177 Richard Bernard, Contemplative Pictvres: With Wholesome Precepts (London, 1610), The Epistle 
Dedicatorie', no pagination. Cf. Dyrness, Visual Culture, 139. See also the discussion in Patrick Collinson, 
"Protestant Culture and the Cultural Revolution," in Reformation to Revolution: Politics and Religion in 
Early Modern England, ed. Margo Todd (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), 47-50. Note also 
Levvalski’s observation that Roman Catholic meditation involves vivid imagination to enable the 
practitioner to participate in the subject, whereas Protestant meditation reverses this emphasis —the subject 
is applied to the self rather than the self being applied to the subject. Lewalski, Donne's Anniversaries, 103.
73
scriptural truth that the imagination had no place to wander: ‘To preserve our minds from 
windy and vain imaginations, is to have our understandings fully taken up with the 
blessed Truths of God as our dayly and appointed food.’178 The place of the imagination 
is critical within Richard Baxter’s approach to meditation, as will become apparent at a 
later stage in this investigation.
In addition to meditating upon God, a number of Puritan writers advocated 
contemplating Christ and his life and work. For some, such as Richard Sibbes, the focus 
was upon the glorified Christ. To meditate upon him in that state promotes heavenly­
mindedness. Yet the willing soul ought not to begin there, but ‘first, thinke of Christ, as 
abased and crucified,’ a process of considering the whole range of his human experience, 
from being ensconced in Mary’s womb, to being hungry and thirsty, and enduring 
crucifixion and spending three days in the grave. Only then will thoughts of the exalted 
Christ bring their intended comfort and consolation.179 William Ames suggested that to 
meditate on the passion was to gaze upon a variety of God’s attributes and the abundant 
grace shown to the believer in Christ.180 According to Edmund Calamy, to meditate upon 
Christ involved consideration of his divine and human natures, his offices of king, priest
178 Thomas Hooker, The Application of Redemption. The Ninth and Tenth Books (London, 1657). Cited 
from Kaufmann, Pilgrim's Progress, 126. Cf. T he way to expel wind out of our bodies is to take some 
wholesome nourishment, and the way to expel windy fancies from the soul is to feed upon serious truths.’ 
See Grosart, ed. Sibbes, 'The Soul's Conflict', Vol. 1, 181. Note also John Bunyan’s justification for 
employing the imagination by means of his literary style. He claims that such an approach in found in the 
Bible and that it is an apt means to elicit a fruitful response from the reader. While this method ‘seems a 
novelty’, states Bunyan, it ‘contains Nothing but sound and honest gospel-strains.’ See John Bunyan, The 
Pilgrim's Progress Ed. Roger Sharrock (London Penguin, 1678, reprint 1987), 'The Author's Apology for 
his Book', 3-9, citation from 9.
177 Richard Sibbes, Light from Heaven, Discovering the Fountaine Opened. The Angels Acclamations. The 
Churches Riches. The Rich Povertie. In Foure Treatises. (London, 1638), 194-9. His perspective reflects 
Calvin’s two-state Christology: Christ’s early ministry in humility and Christ’s heavenly session in glory. 
See McNeill, ed. Calvin: Institutes 1,11.14-16.
180 William Ames, The Svbstance of Christian Religion: Or a Plain and Easie Draught of the Christian 
Catechisme (London, 1659), 106.
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and prophet, as well as aspects of his life and death.181 And in the suggestions of some
authors it is evident that meditation upon Christ’s passion could involve the use of the
imagination. Isaac Ambrose is a case in point:
Consider that sad spectacle of Jesus ... O my soul fixe thy eyes on this sad object ... thou art 
called on to behold the man: dost thou see him? is thy imagination strong? canst thou consider him 
as present, as if thou had’st a view of this very man? ... Follow him from Gabbatha to Golgotha, 
see how they lay the heavy crosse upon his tender shoulders, that were so pitifully rent and torne 
with whips; accompany him all the way to the execution, and help to carry his crosse to mount 
Calvery, ... see him lifted up on that engine of torture, the bloody crosse; ... O see how his armes, 
and legs were racked with violent pulls, his hands and feet boared with nayles, his whole body 
torne with stripes, and goared with blood ... surely here’s a matter for serious meditation, be 
enlarged O my thoughts, and dwell upon it! consider it, and consider it againe!182
While the above example advocates the use of the imagination, the same concern 
not to lapse into idolatry is evident in the Christological meditation of the English 
practical Divines. Prior to Bernard of Clairvaux in the twelfth century, scant attention had 
been paid to reflection upon the humanity of Christ. But with Bernard the situation was 
reversed and this form of contemplation became a very significant feature of medieval 
practice. The whole spectrum of Christ’s life and experience were elaborated upon in 
meditative treatises and these concerns became entrenched within popular piety.183 A 
focus upon the Saviour’s earthly life and passion came to be seen as the vehicle to more 
fully appreciate his divinity.184 Often the meditations upon the passion were intensely 
detailed and included gruesome images of his suffering. The goal of these was to arouse a 
feeling of compassion toward Christ that would draw the believer to a deeper love for 
him, thus fulfilling the great Augustinian objective for all true piety. The practice also
181 Calamy, Divine Meditation, 128-30.
182 Isaac Ambrose, Looking Unto Jesus: A View of the Everlasting Gospel, or the Souls Eying of Jesus, as 
Carrying on the Great Work o f Mans Salvation from First to Last (London, 1658), 626.
183 Dom Jean Leclercq, Spirituality o f Middle Ages, 493; Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 94-5.
184 Joseph B. Collins, Christian Mysticism in the Elizabethan Age with Its Background in Mystical 
Methodology (New York: Octagon Books, 1971), 41; Gordon Mursell, English Spirituality: From the 
Earliest Times to 1700 (London: SPCK, 2001), 189, 197.
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served to promote the moral life: ‘Consider Jesus on the cross,’ exclaimed Lorenzo 
Scupoli, Man would never be so well instructed to hate vice and embrace virtue as by 
contemplating a crucified God. ’ 185 Protestants, however, were suspicious of certain of 
these Catholic emphases. When they translated various continental books of meditation, 
these more descriptive passages often were expunged. 186 White maintains that this was 
due to a temperamental distaste for excessive imagery amongst the English, 187 but more 
likely it is a theologically significant motivation, namely the concern to shun any hint of 
idolatry, in line with the discussion above. Other scholars, such as Milo Kaufmann, argue 
that the mainstream tradition of Puritan meditation (issuing from Joseph Hall) altogether 
rejected the use of the imagination in relation to events such as the Passion. 188 But this is 
to overstep the evidence, which indicates that certain practical Divines, such as Isaac 
Ambrose, were not averse to imaginative reconstructions of Christ’s sufferings.
Many of the practical Divines saw particular benefit in using this form of 
meditation while participating in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. To quote Calamy, 
‘the great work we have to do in the Sacrament is to meditate upon Christ crucified. ’ 189 
While some of these authors chose not to elaborate further, others provided an indication 
of the content of such reflections, and once more it is evident that there was not a 
complete abnegation of imaginative visualisation. One of the authors of A Garden of 
Spiritual Flowers, George Webbe, suggests that upon seeing the bread and wine, ‘let 
thine heart within thee meditate so zealously and feruently vpon the passion of our
18:1 Lawrence Scupoli, The Spiritual Combat and a Treatise on the Peace o f the Soul, trans. William Lester 
and Robert Mohan (Westminster, Md: The Newman Press, 1945). Cited from Daniel, "Puritan Ladder", 65. 
I8<1 White, English Devotional, 238 cites as an example the 1599 Protestant edition of Granada’s 
Meditations.
187 Ibid., 237-9.
188 Kaufmann, Pilgrim's Progress, 128.
189 Calamy, Divine Meditation, 1.
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blessed Lord and Sauiour for they redemtion; as if with thine owne eyes thou diddest then 
behold his body nailed on the Crosse, and his precious bloud shed for thy sake. ’ 190 In The 
Practice of Piety, Lewis Bayly could urge the communicant, ‘in the instant of drinking, 
settle thy meditation upon Christ, as he hanged upon the Cross, as if like Mary and John, 
thou didst see him nailed, and his Blood running down his blessed Side; out of that gastly 
Wound, which the Spear made in his innocent Heart, wishing thy mouth close to his Side, 
that thou mightest receive that precious Blood before it fell to the dusty Earth. ’ l91 
Nevertheless, these conceptions do not indicate a wholesale adoption of the 
medieval tradition of devotion to Christ. Whereas the medieval texts functioned to elicit 
human virtue, the focus here is upon the virtue of God and Christ—the love and grace 
demonstrated in the economy of salvation. Thus Isaac Ambrose, after a long discourse on 
the events of the passion, writes, ‘We may reade here a Lecture of the immense love of 
God in Christ to us poore Gentiles ... Come then, and let us learne to reade this love- 
letter from heaven in bloody characters. ’ 192 For Ambrose, the whole meditative exercise 
he has embarked upon would be without profit unless it delivers faith in Christ and 
assurance of eternal life. 193 Other writers echo this sentiment with regard to reflections 
undertaken during the Sacrament. Bayly’s concern is for the communicants to apply 
Christ’s merits to themselves. 194 Richard Allestree maintained that mediating upon 
Christ’s sufferings at the Holy Table should promote four considerations: a sense of 
humility because it was human sin that caused Christ’s sufferings; a stirring up of one’s 
faith; an increase in thankfulness to God; and a kindling of love within the believer’s
190 Rogers, Garden, sig. G3r.
191 Bayly, Practice o f Piety, 351.
192 Ambrose, Looking Unto Jesus, 609, 600 (there are errors in pagination in the edition consulted).
193 Ibid., 615.
194 Bayly, Practice o f Piety, 349.
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heart. 195 Thus the Augustinian theme of the importance of love for God has not been 
rejected, yet it is enunciated in a way entirely consistent with Protestant soteriology. 
These meditative practices were designed to deepen the believer’s awareness of their 
sinfulness and total dependence upon the grace and mercy of God in Christ, and from 
thence would arise abiding love in the human soul. This type of meditation is positioned 
within the total scheme of God’s work of salvation, such that any attention given to 
Christ crucified is never separated from an awareness of Christ triumphant. 196 It was held 
that once this full-orbed picture was appreciated, the image of Christ would induce virtue 
in the human soul, not by inciting the believer to try harder to attain a particular standard 
of uprightness, but by inner transformation through the work of the Spirit. 197 From this it 
can be seen that meditation upon the human and glorified Christ, even with imaginative 
embellishment, was permitted within English practical divinity. These writers were of the 
view that the practice did not inevitably entail some form of idolatry and they believed 
that it could feed rather than undercut their desire to attribute the work of salvation to 
God alone without any contribution from human works.
One final subject that fell within the purview of the contemplative practice of the 
English practical Divines and is worthy of consideration was meditation upon the 
creatures, since this too was a key theme within Baxter’s writings that will be considered 
at a later point. 198 These writers embraced a coherent intellectual system where all reality 
was inter-connected and found its origin, meaning and purpose in relation to God, the
193 Richard Allestree, The Practice of Christian Graces. Or the Whole Duty of Man (London, 1658), 89-92.
196 Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 96.
197 See, for example, Grosart, ed. Sibbes, 'The Excellency of the Gospel Above the Law', Vol. 4, 267.
198 This is in keeping with a long-standing Catholic tradition of meditation upon the creatures. See the 
Preface to Roberto Francesco Bellarmino, A Most Learned and Piovs Treatise, Full of Diuine and Humane 
Philosophy, Framing a Ladder, Wherby Ovr Mindes May Ascend to God, by the Stepps of His Creatures, 
trans. T. B. Gent (Doway, 1616), which cites references from Augustine, Gregory, and Bernard.
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final end of all things. Created things, therefore, as well as meeting the sensory needs of 
humankind, ought also to serve religious ends. ‘ |W|ee have not onely a sensuall use of 
the Creatures, as the bruit beast,’ suggested Thomas Taylor, ‘ but a spiritual^ and profit 
not onely our bodies, but our soules by them. ’ 199 This ‘ spiritual use of the creatures’ 
functioned in a number of ways. For John Downame, the beauty of the skies and the 
brightness of the sun were pointers to God’s grandeur. Reflection on these and other 
aspects of the created order was a stimulus to glorifying God and was also a medium for 
teaching: ‘ learne something from them for our better instruction, that vve may imitate 
them in that which is good, or shunne and auoyd that which is euill in them. ’ 200 This 
didactic purpose served not only to produce moral outcomes, but more significantly, 
could deepen one’s knowledge of God. As Taylor claimed, ‘ Every Creature may be a 
preacher ... to helpe him towards GOD . ’ 201 Thus Lewis Bayly urged the believer to stroll 
through the fields on the Sabbath, ‘ and meditate upon the Works of God; for in every 
Creature thou maiest read, as in an open Book, the Wisdom, Power, Providence, and 
Goodness of Almighty God’ ,202 and Thomas Adams said, ‘ wee climbe vp by the staires of 
the inferiour creatures, to contemplate the glorious power of the Creatour.,20?l Adams also 
saw in this style of meditation a means to promote the heavenly-mindedness that was of 
such interest to the Puritans: ‘All objects ... are like wings to reare & mount vp his 
thoughts to Heauen. ’ 204
199 Thomas Taylor, A Man in Christ, or a New Creatvre. To Which Is Added a Treatise, Containing 
Meditations from the Creatvres, 4th ed. (1635), 4-5.
2(X) Downame, Gvide, 540.
201 Taylor, Meditations from the Creatvres, 104.
202 Bayly, Practice o f Piety, 279.
203 Thomas Adams, The Deuill's Banket Described in Foure Sermons (London, 1614), 218.
204 Ibid.
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Two authors, Joseph Hall and Richard Sibbes, are worthy of further comment due 
to the use they make of this form of contemplation and the features of their approach that 
Baxter will share. It has been argued that Bishop Joseph Hall was probably responsible 
for popularising meditation upon the creatures for religious ends.205 The first feature that 
he shares with Baxter is that he believed all creatures were a glass through which God’s 
attributes may be seen.206 The godly person would not forsake such an opportunity, so 
Hall writes:
the devout heart takes all occasions both to think of God, and to speak to him. There is nothing 
that he sees, which doth not bring God to his thoughts. Indeed, there is no creature, wherein there 
are not manifest footsteps of omnipotence; Yea, which hath not a tongue to tell us of it’s Maker.207
Hall practiced what he preached. His Occasional Meditations touch upon an
extraordinary variety of topics and certainly give the strong impression that there is no
object or experience that cannot in some way be milked for spiritual benefit: a spider in a
window is a reminder that there are forces that lie waiting to endanger souls; the sight of
a fly burning itself in a candle is a warning not to pry into God’s hidden counsels but to
exercise due caution in relation to the One who dwells in inaccessible light; seeing a
harlot carted through the streets is an occasion to humbly reflect upon one’s own sins—
there are 140 such meditations in this treatise.208 This highlights a second feature of
Hall’s approach that is in common with Baxter, which is that the imagination was not
shunned in this practice, contrary to what Kaufman suggests was characteristic of Hall’s
work.209 However, Hall demonstrates what has been shown to be typical Puritan caution
205 Kitty Scoular, Natural Magic (Oxford, 1965), 12, cited in Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 34.
2<>0 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 'Occasional Meditations', 180.
207 Joseph Hall, The Devout Soul. Or Rules of Heavenly Devotion. Also the Free Prisoner, or, the Comfort 
of Restraint (London, 1644), 20. See also Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 'The Art of Divine Meditation', 73- 
5; 'Occasional Meditations', 123.
208 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 'Occasional Meditations', 131, 141, 173.
2(9 Kaufmann, Pilgrim's Progress, 124.
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with regard to the imaginative faculty and displays a firm awareness of potential dangers, 
and cautions that ‘our meditations be not either too farfetched or savoring of 
superstition. ’ 210 A third area of commonality with Baxter is that Hall showed no 
hesitation in making use of the senses, though he did, like other practical Divines, have a 
preference for sight as the most noble of them all.2" Most of the Occasional Meditations 
(one hundred and three, to be precise), have ‘Upon the sight of’ within their title, while 
only seventeen use hearing and the other three senses combined feature only seven or 
eight times.212 The senses may harbour a tendency to overthrow reason and lead the soul 
awry, but when bridled with this spiritualising method, Hall believed that only good 
would eventuate.
Richard Sibbes shares many of the features of Hall’s approach, but is more 
explicit about its theoretical basis, in particular, the role played by the imagination. 
Although, as noted earlier, he believed the ‘ungoverned’ imagination to be ‘a wild and 
raging thing,’ he held that it could, and in fact ought, to be used for divine purposes.213 
Sibbes had a very clear sense of how significant the imagination was in human 
functioning. It was ‘the first wheel of the soul’ and was thus of great consequence in 
determining the action of other faculties. ‘For as the imagination conceiveth,’ wrote 
Sibbes, ‘so usually the judgment concludeth, the will chooseth, the affections are carried, 
and the members execute. ’ 214 The goal, therefore, was not to ignore the workings of the
21(1 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 'The Art of Divine Meditation', 74. See also John Corrigan, The Prism of  
Piety: Catholick Congregational Clergy at the Beginning of the Enlightenment (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 75-6.
211 See, for example, Grosart, ed. Sibbes ‘Divine Meditations and Holy Contemplations’, Vol 7, 190, where 
Sibbes indicates that sight is ‘quick’, ‘large’, less open to deception than hearing, and the most affecting. 
See also: ‘The Excellency of the Gospel above the Law’, Vol 4, 250.
212 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 45-6.
213 Grosart, ed. Sibbes, 'The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Vol. 1, 180.
214 Ibid., 'The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Vol. 1, 182.
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imagination, but to ensure that its conceptions were set upon the right things, so that the
soul would be directed for good rather than ill:
We should make our fancy serviceable to us in spiritual things, and take advantage by any 
pleasure, or profit, or honour which it presents our thoughts withal, to think thus with ourselves, 
‘what is this to the true honour, and to those enduring pleasures,’ &c? ... Here is a large field for 
our imagination to walk in, not only without hurt, but with a great deal of spiritual gain.215
In this treatise and elsewhere, Sibbes elaborates on the kind of human reasoning that 
makes a holy use of the imagination. In A Glance of Heaven, when explaining how a 
believer can know of the life to come, he proposes that experiences in this life provide a 
‘taste’ of what heaven will be like. Thus delight in spiritual exercises on the Sabbath give 
some savour of the eternal Sabbath, and a peaceful conscience in this earthly existence is 
a foretaste of the peace of heaven.216 Similarly, one can know of the glories that lie in 
store by reasoning from the lesser to the greater. If there are joys and comforts to be had 
now, how much superior are those that await, and the believer is encouraged to ‘raise his 
soul’ to apprehend them .217 These uses are consistent with the general principle of gaining 
spiritual knowledge from all the creatures by seeing God and his workings in them.218 
Indeed, for Sibbes a holy imagination will promote that much-desired heavenly­
mindedness: ‘A sanctified fancy will make every creature a ladder to heaven. ’ 219 We 
detect in this writer, therefore, a viewpoint entirely consistent with the Puritan tradition 
that acknowledged that God’s Spirit worked in humankind, not by overturning the natural 
operations of the faculties, but ‘according to our principles. ’ 220 The soul was connected to 
and dependent upon the body. Hence, rather than ignoring the imagination, and the senses
215 Ibid., 'The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Vol. 1, 185.
216 Ibid.,'A Glance of Heaven', Vol. 4, 167.
217 Ibid.
2lh Ibid., 'A Glance of Heaven', Vol. 4, 191; 'The Excellency of the Gospel above the Law', Vol. 4, 250. 
2,9 Ibid.,'The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Vol. 1, 185.
220 Ibid., 'The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Vol. 1, 197. See also ‘The Excellency of the Gospel above the 
Law’, Vol 4 ,225.
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that fed it information, Sibbes believed that it was incumbent upon the believer to enlist 
them in the cause of godliness.221 As will become apparent, Richard Baxter echoed these 
ideas in his own discussions of meditation upon the creatures.
In adopting this practice of meditating upon the creatures, these Divines were 
following the mainstream medieval tradition that acknowledged that created things could 
be appropriated for religious ends. Augustine suggested that the image of the Trinity was 
imprinted on the human soul, and later theologians, such as Aquinas and Bonaventure, 
believed such vestiges marked every creature, so it is not difficult to see how they could 
begin to reason from created things towards some sort of understanding of God.222 Not all 
adopted this practice, however, and there was a tradition of contemplation that shunned 
the creatures as impediments to authentic spirituality. The fourteenth century text, The 
Cloud of Unknowing, is a case in point:
hate to think of anything but God himself, so that nothing occupies your mind or will but only 
God. Try to forget all created things he ever made, and the purpose behind them, so that your 
thought and longing do not turn or reach out to them either in general or in particular. Let them go, 
and pay no attention to them. It is the work of the soul that pleases God most.223
Yet this never displaced the alternative position that recognised the positive connection
between creature and Creator, a position that remained dominant throughout the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. This is not to say that those who followed in the wake of the
Reformers were appropriating a full-orbed natural theology; certainly they did not believe
that saving knowledge of God came via created things and they consistently affirmed the
221 Ibid., 'The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Voi. 1, 185. See also Mark Dever, Richard Sibbes: Puritanism 
and Calvinism in Late Elizabethan and Early Stuart England (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press,
2000) , 140-1.
222 John Rist, "Augustine of Hippo," in The Medieval Theologians, ed. G. R. Evans (Oxford: Blackwell,
2001) , 11; Fergus Kerr, "Thomas Aquinas," in The Medieval Theologians, ed. G. R. Evans (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2001), 215; Oliver Davies, "Later Medieval Mystics," in The Medieval Theologians, ed. G. R. 
Evans (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 224; Muller, PRRD 1,437; Joseph W. Koterski, An Introduction to 
Medieval Philosophy: Basic Concepts (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 50.
223 Betty Radice, ed. The Cloud o f Unknowing and Other Works, Penguin Classics (Harmondsworth, 
Middlesex: Penguin, 1961, 1978), chap. 3 ,61.
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priority and necessity of Holy Scripture. As the conformist minister, Giles Fletcher, 
expressed it, ‘the Creatures ... bring God to vs, but they cannot bring vs to God, they tell 
vs the true God is to be worshipped but how to worship him truly they cannot tell.’224 In 
this they believed that their perspective on creation had scriptural warrant and cited texts 
such as Psalm 19:1 (‘The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work 
of his hands.’) and Romans 1:20 (‘For since the creation of the world God’s invisible 
qualities—his eternal power and divine nature —have been clearly seen, being understood 
from what has been made’) as justification for their approach.22^ They were confident 
there was no idolatrous pre-occupation with the creatures here; in fact they saw the 
practice as designed to guard against that very thing. For them, when one’s thoughts do 
not remain upon the created things but are drawn to the Creator, desires and affections 
become rightly ordered and worship is directed to the only object that is truly worthy of 
adoration.
The subjects for meditation that have been examined do not exhaust the 
possibilities, and various other matters are mentioned in lists found in meditation manuals 
of the English practical Divines.226 But these themes do provide a sense of the range of 
concerns considered important by those who were advocates of this practice.
224 Giles Fletcher, The Reward o f the Faithfull (London, 1625), 313-4. Attention to this reference originally 
derived from White, English Devotional, 213.
225 Both texts are cited, for example, in Hall, The Devout Soul, 20-23.
226 See, for example, Rogers, Seven Treatises, 3rd Treatise, chap. 7; Calamy, Divine Meditation', Watson, 
Saints Delight, 59-156.
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The impact of the Catholic meditative tradition upon English practical Divines
Frequent reference has been made to influences, similarities and differences between 
Protestant meditation and the Catholic tradition. Baxter’s relationship to the Catholic 
forms of meditation is a key question in this study, especially in the light of Martz’s 
remark that Baxter sought to bring these two strands of Christian thought closer 
together.227 It is important, therefore, to consider the impact of the Catholic tradition upon 
discussions of meditation within the oeuvre of English practical Divines.
The late sixteenth through seventeenth centuries saw a period of significant 
spiritual renewal throughout Europe and consequently a flourishing of devotional 
literature.228 Roman Catholic writers, with a long established literary tradition concerned 
with the inner life and the practical workings of the faith, were initially far more 
productive than their Protestant counterparts in their output of this sort of material. In 
fact, this was one of the shots fired by Catholics across the bow of the Protestant 
movement. ‘But here I would demande of M. Buny,’ wrote the Jesuit Robert Parsons 
concerning the Calvinist, Edmund Bunny, ‘in sinceritie where or when, any of his 
religion did either make or set forthe (of them selues) any one treatise of this kinde of 
subject? I meane, of deuotion, pietie and contemplation?’229 The same sentiment is 
apparent when Richard Rogers writes in his Preface to Seven Treatises, ‘the Papists cast 
in our teeth that wee having nothing set out for the certaine and daily direction of a
227 Martz, Poetry of Meditation, 170, 332.
22* Hambrick-Stovve, Practice, 23.
22v Robert Parsons, A Christian Directorie Guiding Men to Their Saluation. Diuided into Three Bookes. The 
First Wherof Apperteining to Resolution, Is Only Conteined in This Volume, Deuided into Two Partes, and 
Set Forth Now Againe with Many Corrections, and Additions by the Authour Himself, with Reprofe of the 
Corrupt and Falsified Edition of the Booke Lately Published by Mr. Edm. Bunny, Etc (London, 1585), fol. 
9, cited from White, English Devotional, 64.
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Christian, when yet they have published (they say) many Treatises of that argument.’230 
Some disputed this apparent lacuna, and Rogers’ own work, as well as that of many other 
Puritan and Anglican Divines after him, did eventually patch any hole that did exist.231 
But before this occurred, Protestant authors were not indisposed to modelling their 
devotional texts on existing Catholic forms, or even taking an established Catholic work, 
stripping it of any ‘popish error’ and re-publishing it in Protestant dress. The classic 
example of the latter, that is, this method of ‘appropriation with adjustment,’ was one of 
the two books Baxter credited with being responsible for his own spiritual awakening— 
Edmund Bunny’s version of Robert Parson’s The Christian Directory. Parson’s book had 
evidently won a considerable readership amongst Protestants who perceived that within it 
lay advice to spiritual progress. But some who were more theologically astute believed 
that its persuasions to godliness were set forth not as the fruit of salvation but rather as its 
condition, a position that undercut the central tenet of the Protestant faith.232 It was this 
concern that prompted Bunny’s alterations. He removed any indications that good works 
were meritorious in God’s sight as well as references to various Roman practices. As 
Houliston puts it: ‘Bunny intervenes to steer his reader away from acts of penance and
230 Rogers, Seven Treatises, sig. A7r. A similar problem existed in relation to another field of practical 
Christianity, namely casuistry. The Roman Catholic, Thomas Hill, wrote in 1600 that Protestants didn’t 
‘meddle with these matters of conscience,’ and William Perkins and William Ames both consciously 
sought to make up for this deficiency. See Thomas Hill, A Quatron of Reasons (Antwerp, 1600), 79;
Donald K. McKim, Ramism in William Perkins' Theology, vol. 15, American University Studies Series VII 
Theology and Religion (New York: Peter Lang, 1987), 102-3; Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 113-5; Ian 
Breward, "William Perkins and the Origins of Reformed Casuistry," Evangelical Quarterly 40 (1968), 9.
231 White, English Devotional, 66-7. includes a long quotation from Edmund Bunny, A Briefe Answer, Vnto 
Those Idle and Friuolous Quarrels o f R. P. Against the Late Edition of the Resolution by Edmund Bunny. 
(London, 1589), 38-40, where Bunny defends the charge that Protestants lack devotional literature. He 
notes that the Scriptures themselves are concerned with piety and that Protestant expositions of them tend 
in this direction. He also mentions works by Calvin, Musculus, Luther, Thomas Becon and others to refute 
the Catholic claim.
232 Victor Houliston, ed. Robert Persons SJ. The Christian Directory (1582): The First Booke o f the 
Christian Exercise, Appertayning to Resolution, vol. LXXXIV, Studies in the History of Christian Thought 
(Leiden: Brill, 1998), xxiii-xxiv. For an example of these Protestant criticisms of Parson’s work, see 
Rogers, Seven Treatises, sigs. A8'-B2r.
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satisfaction towards repentance, from quantifiable devotions to sincere spirituality, from 
bodily self-chastisement to “painful labour in his vocation” (p. 31).’233
While there was significant Protestant caution toward Catholic devotional works 
that arose in the post-Reformation period because of this desire to preserve solafideism, 
there was much greater openness toward certain pre-reformation traditions of piety. From 
its beginning the Protestant movement had affirmed its essential catholicity.234 From its 
own perspective, its doctrine and practice was no more than a return to the great tradition 
of the church—a correction of certain distortions that had accumulated during the 
medieval period. This same emphasis continued throughout the period of Protestant 
orthodoxy and can be found in the Puritans and other exponents of practical divinity 
within England. Hence it is no surprise to find these authors drawing upon earlier 
traditions and quoting from the church Fathers and medieval scholars where such authors 
were regarded as holding viewpoints that were consistent with a Scriptural 
understanding.236 Carl Trueman speaks of ‘Christian traditions and genres which 
transcend the boundaries of the Protestant-Catholic divide,’ and this material strongly 
informs meditative practices and other features of the life of piety within English 
practical divinity.236
Some authors, however, were particularly formative in this respect. Helen White, 
in her thorough study of early to mid seventeenth-century English devotional literature,
233 Houliston, ed. Christian Directory, xxiv. The quotation in the text above is Parson’s jibe in his work that 
he corrects Bunny’s corrections! For more on the details of this paragraph, see White, English Devotional, 
64-8; Bozeman, Precisianist Strain, 74-83.
234 See Muller, After Calvin, 51, 133; Muller, PRRD I, 200, White, English Devotional, 157.
233 John R. Knott, Sword, 65; Bozeman, Precisianist Strain, 79-80; Jean Williams, "Puritanism: A Piety of 
Joy," kategoria, no. 10 (1998), 15-6.
236 Carl Trueman, "Lewis Bayly (d. 1631) and Richard Baxter (1615-1691)," in The Pietist Theologians: An 
Introduction to Theology in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Carter Lindberg, The Great 
Theologians (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 54. Cf. Green, Print and Protestantism, x; Reuver, Sweet 
Communion, 17-19.
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indicates that there were three great survivors from earlier devotional material — 
Augustine of Hippo, Bernard of Clairvaux, and the Imitation of Christ by Thomas a 
Kempis. Since these three authors feature in Baxter’s instructions on meditation, it is 
appropriate to consider their particular emphases.237
Augustine (354-430) profoundly shaped both the Roman and Protestant strands of 
the faith; but it was his theology of salvation with its stress on humanity’s total 
dependence upon the workings of God’s grace that was so significant for the Reformers. 
This emphasis significantly influenced Augustine’s piety, which featured an acute 
awareness of the depth of sin and thus the need for humility before God. According to 
Augustine, although the intellect and other faculties of the soul are flawed and require 
renewal to function correctly, the will plays a particularly crucial role in the life of faith. 
Without God’s intervention the will cannot choose the good, and human activity will 
always be a desiring and striving after objects that ultimately cannot satisfy the 
fundamental longings of the human soul. By divine grace, however, the soul can be 
restored so that love for God and a desire to be united with him become the great ends of 
human existence. This means that the inner life was of vital importance to Augustine; it 
matters not only what one does, but also the motivations and desires that undergird 
action. Knowledge about God or faith in God that does not issue in love for him is 
spurious, and a heartfelt longing for a fuller experience of the divine is evidence of a
237 Works by Bernard are also listed in the catalogue o f Baxter’s library. See Nuttall, "Transcript I," 211,  
20.
88
transformed soul.238 These themes are prominent within English practical divinity, as any 
acquaintance with the literature reveals.239
Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) was also deeply appreciated by these pastors 
and scholars of a practical bent. Like Augustine, the attraction was due to his concern for 
a depth of spiritual experience that engaged all the soul’s faculties and his eagerness to 
see progress in the Christian life. For Bernard, any true vision of God would issue in a 
desire to know and love him, and he believed that the humanity of Christ was 
instrumental in evoking such a vision. He promoted a piety that featured tender devotion 
to the human Christ, not as an end in itself, but as a step toward a more spiritual love. 
Only when such love exists is there true knowledge of God, claimed Bernard, and those 
of faith will never be content with a knowledge that rests in the intellect alone, but will 
ever be striving for a more profound religious encounter. Bernard was one who also 
blended the active and contemplative dimensions of faith, maintaining that both were 
necessary in authentic spirituality. His emphasis upon practical Christian living, humility, 
love, and the anticipation of the heavenly life in the present, all resonated with the 
seventeenth-century practical theologians.240
The Imitation o f Christ has been an immensely popular book ever since it was 
first published in the 1470’s. The Latin version passed through more than two hundred 
and eighty editions by the end of the seventeenth-century, and numerous English
238 See further Mursell, English Spirituality, 15-6; Rist, "Augustine," 9-11.
239 For the impact of Augustine upon the Puritans, see Miller, New England Mind, chap. 1 ; Morgan, Godly 
Learning, 73; Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 38; Mursell, English Spirituality, 357; Hambrick-Stowe, 
Practice, 25-7; Rehnman, "John Owen," 200-1.
240 On the ideas in this paragraph see Dom Jean Leclercq, Spirituality o f Middle Ages, 191-200; White, 
English Devotional, 78-81 ; Emero Stiegman, "Bernard of Clairvaux, William of St. Thierry, the 
Victorines," in The Medieval Theologians, ed. G. R. Evans (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 132-9; G. R. Evans, 
Bernard o f Clairvaux, Great Medieval Thinkers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), chaps 2-5; 
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translations were also published during this period.241 Some Protestant versions suffered 
censorship to ensure that the content was consistent with the principles of Protestant 
soteriology, yet the style of piety proved attractive to many readers. Leclercq believes the 
book sums up the main tendencies of the spirituality of the Devotio moderna, promoting 
the importance of the interior life and the affective element in devotion. Contemplation of 
the humanity of Christ is advocated, but like Bernard, this was a means to deeper 
appreciation of his divinity and to enable union with God, although a Kempis believed 
that one must await the next life to achieve the fullness of encounter between the human 
and the divine in the beatific vision.242
Jean Gerson (1363-1429) was another author who exerted an influence upon 
Baxter and other English practical Divines.243 Gerson preferred the mystical approach to 
theology over the scholastic. The mystical way emphasised God’s workings in the heart, 
the place of the affections, the priority of goodness over truth (although not denying the 
latter), and maintained that love could reach a higher religious plane than reason. He 
upheld a unity of theology and spirituality in keeping with the church Fathers and 
consistent with the approach of Bernard of Clairvaux and Bonaventura, a tradition that 
had been lost by many of the scholastic theologians. Gerson wanted to remove the 
speculative component that had beset much theological endeavour and to bring the 
discipline back within the reach of all people. He believed that the goal of study is 
‘sapida scientia, knowledge that could be felt and applied, knowledge that touched the
241 White, English Devotional, 81-6.
242 See Dom Jean Leclercq, Spirituality o f Middle Ages, 436-9; Reuver, Sweet Communion, 63-102. 
~43 Gerson’s works are listed in catalogue of Baxter’s library. See Nuttall, "Transcript I," 211.
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heart and made one charitable as well as enlightened the mind.’244 The same principles 
are apparent in his understanding of the practice of contemplation. He believed that the 
intellect played a significant role in the exercise, but unless the affections were raised up 
to God in an attitude of love, the activity fell short of true devotion. Such love for God 
was, in fact, true knowledge of God. The import of his approach was a démocratisation of 
spirituality—the lay believer was as capable of knowing God by loving him as any 
theologian or priest. Gerson maintained that the process he advocated was not 
straightforward; humility and repentance were necessary if one was even to begin to 
climb the ‘mountain of contemplation’. Therefore, the working of divine grace was a 
necessity if the soul was to progress towards union with God in love and knowledge.
Once again, Gerson’s understanding of piety finds affinities with later Englishmen who 
believed that theology must be affective and practical.245
The work of Joseph Hall provides a helpful case study of the manner in which 
Protestants appropriated Catholic devotional works. Immediately prior to writing The Art 
of Divine Meditation, Hall had journeyed through Holland and Belgium and seen first 
hand the discipline that characterised the meditative practices of the Jesuits. This trip 
shaped his approach to meditation. While a more structured method held some attraction, 
Hall thought the Roman Catholics focused on objects of sense at the expense of the 
spiritual realities that lay behind them. He was no admirer of the Spiritual Exercises of 
Ignatius Loyola and other later Catholic devotional works and believed that ‘those 
Loyolists’ were enemies of both the church and state. Yet he was open to the older
244 Steven Ozment, The Age of Reform 1250-1550: An Intellectual and Religious History of Late Medieval 
and Reformation Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), 76.
245 For this paragraph see Dom Jean Leclercq, Spirituality of Middle Ages, 440-3; Ozment, Age of Reform, 
73-8. For more detail, see D. Catherine Brown, Pastor and Laity in the Theology of Jean Gerson 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 171-208.
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tradition of meditative practice.246 He mentioned those who ‘hath been reputed of greatest 
perfection in this skill,’ and names ‘Origen, Austen, Bernard, Hugo, Bonaventure, 
Gerson. ’ 247 References to these and other authors are found in his works.248 Yet Hall said, 
‘In this Art of mine I confess to have received more light from one obscure nameless 
monk, which wrote some hundred and twelve years ago, than from the directions of all 
other writers. ’ 249 Martz argues that this reference is to the Rosetum of Joannes Mauburnus 
(the Dutch Jean Mombaer), which itself drew upon the Scala Meditationis of Johan 
Wessel Gansfort.250 Huntley’s arguments for identifying the reference with The Imitation 
o f Christ are not without persuasion, but it appears more likely that it is the steps 
elucidated in the Scala that strongly inform Hall’s method.251 Hall, therefore, had 
bypassed the more rigorous structure of Jesuit meditative practice for an earlier method 
that, although carefully configured, was adaptable enough to suit his more flexible 
approach. This sympathy for earlier affectionate devotional works over the post- 
Reformation Catholic manuals was typical amongst the English practical Divines.252
246 For the above, see Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 18-20.
247 Ibid., 'Art', 87.
248 Mursell, English Spirituality,412, fn. 324.
249 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, Dedication to 'Art', 67.
250The full references are: Joannes Mauburnus (Jean Mombaer), Rosetum Exercitiorum Spiritualium Et 
Sacrarum Meditationum (Douay, 1620 (originally 1494)), Johan Wessel Gansfort, Scala Meditatoria 
(Groningen, 1614 (originally c. 1487)). See Martz, Poetry of Meditation, 331-8.
2S| See Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 25-30; Martz, Poetry of Meditation, 331-7.
252 Note, for example, how Stephen Egerton in his preface to Rogers, Seven Treatises, sig. Ar, states that 
Rogers advice serves ‘as a counterpoyson to all such enchauntments of Papists’. See Chan, "Puritan 
Meditative Tradition", 49-53; John R. Knott, Sword, 65-6. An example of the appreciation felt for earlier 
strands of Catholic piety is seen in Simon Birckbek, a Church of England minister, who sought to claim 
Bernard as a true Protestant: ‘He believed Justification by faith alone ... He disclaimed Justification by 
workes ... He disclaimed humane satisfactions ... He held that man was unable to keepe the Law ... He 
held certainety of Salvation ... Now what could be spoken more Protestant-like? and yet thus spake 
Bernard of himselfe.’ Simon Birckbek, The Protestants Evidence Taken Ovt of Good Records, Shewing 
That for Fifteene Hundred Yeares Next after Christ, Divers Worthy Guides of Gods Church, Have in 
Sundry Weightie Poynts of Religion, Taught as the Church of England Now Doth: Distributed into Several l 
Centuries, and Opened (London, 1635), 27-30 (errors in pagination in copy consulted). Interestingly, 
Birckbek’s book is one of the works recommended by Baxter to make up a ‘poor man’s library’. See 
Baxter, CD, PW1,736. Cf. Baxter, SR, 379.
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It would be remiss, however, to claim that Catholic devotional works provided the 
only impetus toward meditative practice within English practical divinity. Earlier the 
Protestant emphasis upon meditating upon the word was noted. Within the Reformed 
strain of Christian thought, however, meditation meant more than just a focus upon the 
Scriptures. One of the great theological influences upon the Puritans, John Calvin, 
advocated the practice of heavenly meditation. According to Calvin, humanity ‘was made 
for meditation upon the heavenly life.’ The natural workings of the faculties bestowed 
upon humankind are intended for this use. Endowed with reason, the soul ought to adopt 
this heavenly focus and seek union with God where true happiness is to be found.253 Yet, 
following the lead of Augustine, Calvin maintained that sin had distorted these desires— 
there are ‘allurements that becloud us and prevent us from aspiring as we ought to 
heavenly glory. ’254 The key to heavenly meditation, therefore, is contempt of this world, 
not by denying God’s goodness and benefits in this present life, but by recognising that 
what they have to offer is inconsequential compared to the glory of the life to come.255 
The believer is to be constant in this practice, for in so doing the mind is lifted up and 
finds comfort and joy, knowing that despite the evils of this world, Christ has triumphed 
and will receive his faithful into his kingdom.256 Calvin provided no method for this form 
of meditation, other than his suggestion that it is ‘a true and holy thinking about Christ 
which forthwith bears us up to heaven. ’ 257 Nonetheless, despite this lack of systematic
253 McNeill, ed. Calvin: Institutes 1 ,1, xv. 6.
254 Ibid., III. vii. 3; cf. III. ix. 1.
255 Ibid., III. ix. 1-4.
256 Ibid., III. ix. 4-6.
"57 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Philippians, Colossians, and 
Thessalonians, trans. John Pringle (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1851), 206. Cited from John R. 
Knott, Sword, 67.
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exposition, his treatment of this theme indicates that it is deeply rooted within Protestant 
theology.258
It is Protestant theology that is critical if the impact of Catholic devotion upon the 
meditative practices of the English practical Divines is to be understood. Even allowing 
for similar emphases regarding the applied nature of faith, the role of the affections, the 
importance of the interior life, and the like, there is a key difference between the two 
traditions that is not always recognised or sufficiently acknowledged. What sets them 
apart is justification by faith, a doctrine that ‘gnaw[ed| at the foundations of medieval 
Catholic piety.’259 Within the Protestant scheme, no human endeavour could ever 
contribute towards one’s standing before God, since such efforts stemmed from a tainted 
and corrupt nature. Rather, justification came as a gift, appropriated by faith alone. 
Divine action, however, did not cease at this point, and once justified, God worked in the 
soul through his Spirit to bring inner renewal. Only after this work of divine grace had 
taken place could any action be pleasing in God’s sight, and good works were thus 
viewed as the fruit of justification rather than a pre-condition to right standing before 
God.
Such a viewpoint profoundly influenced the spirituality of the English practical 
Divines, including their understanding of meditation. It explains how they could affirm 
elements of the Catholic tradition but would not grant full endorsement. The mood is
258 This is not to deny that the same Catholic devotional tradition that influenced the English practical 
Divines also impacted Calvin. What it means is that the practice of meditation is being advocated from 
within highly influential Protestant ranks, not just from those outside. For the influence of Bernard of 
Clairvaux upon Calvin, see Muller, After Calvin, 133; Mursell, English Spirituality, 357; Anthony N .S . 
Lane, Calvin and Bernard o f Clairvaux, ed. David Willis, vol. New Series 1, Studies in Reformed 
Theology and History (Princeton: Princeton Theological Seminary, 1996).
254 Mursell, English Spirituality, 293. See also Wallace, ed. Spirituality, xviii-xix.
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perfectly captured in Thomas Goodwin and Philip Nye’s Preface ‘To the Reader’ at the
beginning of Thomas Hooker’s The Application of Redemption:
For the Popish Religion, that much pretend to Piety and Devotion, and doth dress forth a Religion, 
to a great outward Gaudiness, and shew of Humility and wil-worship, which (we confess) is 
entermingled with many spiritual strains of self-denial, Submission to Gods wil, Love to God and 
Christ, especially in the writings of those that are called Mistical Divines. But that first great and 
saving Work o f Conversion: which is the foundation of al true piety, the great and numerous 
volumns of their most devout writers are usually silent therein.260
In other words, Catholic devotion was an edifice that, while manifesting some impressive
qualities, lacked the appropriate theological underpinning.
The significance of these soteriological concerns is probably most apparent in the
rival conceptions of the doctrine of union with Christ that are found within Catholic and
Protestant piety. Catholic devotion was a constant seeking after relationship with God.
The classic expression of this was the doctrine of the ‘three ways’, wherein the Christian
life is conceived as a three-stage process—Purgation, Illumination, and Union.261 Union
with Christ, therefore, was the end-point, the apex of religious experience, normally
within reach only of the spiritually elite. But this was not so for the Protestants, who
maintained that union with Christ was ‘not the end but the beginning of the Christian
life,’ attained not by ‘a mystical technique,’ but was a given that flows from
justification.262 This theme was central to Calvin and was adopted within English
practical divinity.263 William Perkins is a good example: ‘In the conversion of a sinner,
there is a real donatio of Christ, and all his benefits unto us: and there is a reall union,
whereby every beleever is made one with Christ. And by vertue of this union, the crosse
260 Thomas Hooker, The Application of Redemption, by the Effectual Work of the Word, and Spirit of 
Christ, for the Bringing Home of Lost Sinners to God. The First Eight Books. (London, 1656), sigs. Br-B2'.
261 This was Bonaventure’s description, adopted by others. See Dorn Jean Leclercq, Spirituality o f Middle 
Ages, 308.
262 Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 160. See also Muller, PRRD I, 254-5.
263 For the centrality of this theme in Calvin’s thought, see the discussion in Jonathan Jong-Chun Won, 
"Communion with Christ: An Exposition and Comparison of the Doctrine of Union and Communion with 
Christ in Calvin and the English Puritans" (Ph.D, Westminster Theological Seminary, 1989), 14-9.
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and passion of Christ is as verily made ours, as if we had beene crucified in our owne 
persons.’264 This union then becomes the fountainhead of godly action: ‘being ingrafted 
by faith,’ said Immanuel Bourne, ‘we doe spring vp in all holinesse and heauenly vertue, 
and are conformed to the image of him, (euen of Christ) vnto whom we are vnited.’265 
Protestant meditation, therefore, even if at times it replicated some of the practices of 
Catholic precedents, was grounded in an understanding that the practice itself was not a 
means of earning merit with God, nor were its benefits reserved only for an privileged 
group of among the faithful.
The concern for an ever-deepening relationship with God within English practical 
divinity
The Protestant doctrine that the believer stands on a secure footing before God and is 
already united with him does not deny, however, that further progress can be made in the 
divine-human relationship. These practical Divines believed that the love for God that 
was awakened in conversion could further bloom and that the bond that now existed was 
to be enjoyed. Union with Christ brought ‘soul-changing’ effects, transforming daily life
264 Perkins, Works, 'A Commentarie or Exposition upon the Five First Chapters of the Epistle to the 
Galatians', Vol. II, 215. For the significance of union with Christ in Perkins’ theology see Blacketer, 
"William Perkins," 42; Paul R. Schaefer, "Protestant 'Scholasticism' at Elizabethan Cambridge: William 
Perkins and a Reformed Theology of the Heart," in Protestant Scholasticism: Essays in Reassessment, ed. 
Carl R. Trueman and R. Scott Clark (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1999), 156-61; Won, "Communion with Christ", 
87-91.
265 Immanvel Bovrne, The Trve Vvay of a Christian, to the N ew  Iervsalem or a Three-Folde Demonstration 
(London, 1622), 54. The same point is emphasised by a later author, Walter Marshall: ‘Be sure to seek for 
Holiness of Heart, and Life only in its due order, where God hath placed it, after Union with Christ, 
Justification and the Gift of the Holy Ghost . . . ’ See Walter Marshal, The Gospel-Mystery o f Sanctification 
Opened in Sundry Practical Directions (London, 1692), 145. See also Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 34-5; 
Francis J. Bremer, Shaping New Englands: Puritan Clergymen in Seventeenth-Century England and New 
England (New York: Tvvayne Publishers, 1994), 47-8.
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from drudgery to the sphere of a continuing communion with God.266 There was a 
longing for a deeper knowledge and experience of the One who in mercy had drawn the 
believer to himself.267 These writers often employed the language of human love and 
marriage to describe this spiritual union. The soul’s yearning for God could be expressed 
in these terms: ‘as a maid desires a man in wedlock; she does not desire the portion, but 
the person of the man, if I beg and die with him, saith she, if I never see good day with 
him, and I care not.’268 The Old Testament book, Song of Songs, understood as an 
allegory of the love between the human and the divine, had been a favourite biblical text 
of the Catholic mystical writers, and Protestants concerned for the inner life were content 
to follow their lead. Richard Sibbes’ sermon on Song of Songs 1:2 (‘Let him kiss me with 
the kisses of his mouth: for they love is better than wine’) relates the bond between 
husband and wife to the union between Christ and his church. ‘This is the desire of the 
church, and of every Christian soul’ he writes, ‘that Christ would thus kiss her; that he 
would reveal himself every day more and more unto her, in his word, in his sacraments, 
by his Spirit, by his graces, by increasing of them.’269 Yet Sibbes held to the Protestant 
conviction that such a craving would not be satisfied unless the soul has already been
266 See R. M. Hawkes, "The Logic of Assurance in English Puritan Theology," Westminster Theological 
Journal 52 (1990), 252.
267 For example, John Preston expressed his desire to move beyond self-interest to this awareness in The 
Soliloquy o f a Devout Soul to Christ, Panting after the Love o f the Lord Jesus, found at the end of John 
Preston, The Onely Love o f the Chiefest o f Ten Thousand or an Heavenly Treatise o f the Divine Love o f 
Christ (London, 1640), 182-5: ‘Thou lovest me who deserve lesse then nothing, I love not thee who 
deservest more then all things. 1 have hid my self fro thee as Adam, yet thou hast pierced through the dark 
cloud, and loved me ... Thou hast often shewed mee thy riches, and I have loved them; but oh shew mee 
thy selfe that 1 may love thee. I have seen thy goodnesse, mercy, compassion, merit, salvation, and have 
cryed out, {My blessed lesus) make these mine. Now let me see thy selfe, that thou my beloved may bee 
mine, and all those riches in thee. ... I shall desire to draw neere to thee, and to cleave to thee for ever.’
268 Thomas Hooker, The Sovles Vocation or Effectval Calling to Christ (London, 1638), 158.
269 Grosart, ed. Sibbes, 'The Spouse, Her Earnest Desire after Christ', Vol. 2,200-3. A classic work that 
drew arresting analogies between human love and the soul’s love for Christ was Francis Rous, The Mystical 
Marriage: Experimentall Discoveries o f the Heavenly Marriage between a Soule and Her Saviour 
(London, 1631). See Wallace, ed. Spirituality, xvii; Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 103-6; Bremer, Shaping 
New Englands, 46-8.
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united to Christ. ‘Union is the foundation of communion,’ he states—if one is to 
experience the wonders of familiarity with the Almighty God, basking in his presence 
and love, that holy exchange whereby the believer’s sins are transferred to Christ and 
Christ’s merits bring pardon to the believer must have already taken place.270 Thus the 
piety on view within the thought of these Divines was more than a joyful appreciation 
that divine judgment had been averted —it found its end ‘in enjoyment of the God whom 
believers loved and adored for his own sake. ’ 271 Such a love then became a wellspring for 
a life of obedience and holiness.272
The advocates of practical divinity believed that meditation was a means to this 
richer experience of God. Joseph Hall spoke of the movement of the soul, which before 
meditation ‘did but creep and grovel upon earth,’ but after finds itself ‘soar|ing| aloft to 
heaven and ... find|s| itself near to God, yea, with Him and in Him . ’ 273 John Downame 
thought the practice ‘increaseth our sweet communion with God’, admitting the soul into 
God’s presence and bringing it true happiness.274 Wakefield rightly indicates that these
270 Grosart, ed. Sibbes, 'Bowels Opened', Vol. 2, 174. See further Won, "Communion with Christ", 144-72.
271 Williams, "Puritanism," 19.
272 ‘the Holiness which I would bring you to, is spiritual ... It consists not only in external Works of Piety 
and Charity, but in the Holy Thoughts, Imaginations, and Affections of the Soul, and chiefly in Love, from 
whence all other Good Works must flow, or else they are not acceptable to God’. See Marshal, The Gospel- 
Mystery of Sanctification, 2.
273 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 'Art', 107. See also 170.
274 Downame, Gvide, 537. John Owen described similar benefits that arise from ‘Holy meditations’: ‘The 
spiritual intense fixation of the mind, by contemplation on God in Christ, until the soul be as it were 
swallowed up in admiration and delight, and being brought unto an utter loss, through the infiniteness of 
those excellencies which it doth admire and adore, it returns again into its own abasements, out of a sense 
of its infinite distance from what it would absolutely and eternally embrace, and, withal, the inexpressible 
rest and satisfaction which the will and affection receive in their approaches unto the eternal Fountain of 
goodness, are things to be aimed at in prayer, and which, through the riches of divine condescension are 
frequently enjoyed.’ See Goold, ed .John Owen, 'Of the Work of the Holy Spirit in Prayer; with a brief 
inquiry into the nature and use of Mental Prayer and forms', Vol. IV, 331, cited from Wakefield, Puritan 
Devotion, 89. See also ‘Of Communion with God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost’, Vol II, esp. 17-40.
98
benefits are not gained by some meditative technique but are gifts from God, and that the 
experience, though powerfully affecting, never moves beyond the rational.275
This discussion provides an understanding of the so-called ‘mystical’ dimension 
to Puritan spirituality. Scholars use this expression in a variety of ways, often without a 
clear indication of the meaning intended.276 The Puritans themselves were willing to 
employ the term, drawing upon the biblical usage that described the union between Christ 
and his people as a ‘mystery’ 277 I f ‘mysticism’ implies no more than an intimate and 
immediate experience of God, then the term is apt.278 But these writers would have 
reacted strongly against any suggestion that individuals could lose their identity and be 
absorbed into the divine essence in a form of ontological union, as was proposed by some 
Catholic writers; nor would they have sanctioned any form of mysticism that bypassed 
the objective revelation of God they believed was located in the Scriptures.279 
Furthermore, these Divines acknowledged the corporate dimension in this kind of 
encounter. Private exercises had their place, but John Owen, for example, maintained that 
when the conduct of them did not yield a deeper experience of Christ, the believer should 
seek the company of the Church and gain benefit from the ordinances of prayer,
275 Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 89.
276 For helpful discussions on the way this term has been used and understood, see Heiko A. Oberman, The 
Dawn of the Reformation (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1992), 126-54; Reuver, Sweet Communion, 20-3. 
Reuver notes four features of mysticism rejected by the Reformers: (1) any concept of union with God that 
obliterated the ontological separation of the human and the divine; (2) the use of mystical practice as a 
meritorious work; (3) mysticism that required monastic observances; and (4) a mysticism that derogated the 
role of faith in relationship with God.
277 See, for example, Goold, ed. John Owen, 'Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ', Vol. I, 
365; Marshal, The Gospel-Mystery of Sanctification, 43.
278 Cf. Williams, "Puritan Quest", 18.
27v Mursell, English Spirituality, 369; Won, "Communion with Christ", 343. Cf. Geoffrey F. Nuttall, The 
Holy Spirit in Puritan Faith and Experience. With a New Introduction by Peter Lake (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1946, 1992), 146-9; Williams, "Puritanism," 21; Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 101-8.
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preaching and sacraments therein.280 Puritan spirituality, therefore, can be described as 
mystical in the sense that it emphasised the experiential dimension of relationship with 
God.
Conclusion
Richard Baxter’s reading granted him access to a significant portion of the western 
intellectual deposit. He prized theology as the discipline most worthy of study and found 
within English practical divinity a system that incorporated a solid intellectual basis with 
the concerns that he believed such knowledge should promote, that is, godly affections 
and behaviour. This chapter has examined the theory and practice of meditation within 
this tradition to provide a baseline for comparison with Baxter’s position.
While both Catholic and Protestant devotional traditions might employ the same 
terminology, and speak of the ‘duties’ of the Christian life and the like, there is a marked 
difference between the two approaches. Spiritual labour that aims to save one’s soul is 
one thing. Striving to deepen an existing relationship that rests on a secure foundation 
functions at a completely different level. Some failed to appreciate this distinction and 
found the new way as burdensome (or more so) than the old religion. Yet for others the 
Protestant system yielded peace of conscience and the prospect of ever-deepening 
communion with the God who saves, which would one day find consummation in 
heavenly bliss. And those who promoted such a piety in their practical treatises were 
quite prepared to take hold of the strengths of the long-standing Catholic devotional
:80Goold, ed. John Owen, 'Of Communion with God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost', Vol. II, 130-2. Cf. 
‘Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ’, Vol I, 355-9.
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tradition, that is, those features that did not compromise the doctrine of justification by 
faith alone or undermine their understanding of what it meant to worship God in an 
undefiled manner. It will not do to claim, as Louis Bouyer does, that ‘when these 
Protestants were dealing with spirituality they expressed a faith whose substance had 
become Catholic again.’281 Such a statement over-simplifies the nature of the relationship.
In the light of this chapter there appears to be no a priori reason to think that 
Baxter’s appropriation of Catholic material is any kind of innovation. The simple fact that 
there are points where Baxter made use of the medieval tradition does not set him apart 
from the broader stream of English practical divinity. Certain Puritan and Anglican 
writers, eager to promote the view that theology was a practical science that involved 
mind, heart and action, drew upon aspects of a long tradition within Christian thought 
that had embraced similar concerns. And as has been shown, meditation was considered a 
key practice to promote this type of piety. Also of significance is the fact that these 
Protestant authors were much more cautious in their appropriation of Catholic works of 
piety that arose in the period after the Reformation. As has been indicated, Martz 
suggests that this was not the case for Baxter, but the following chapters will demonstrate 
that the same sensibility to preserve key Protestant theological and soteriological 
concerns was apparent in Baxter’s approach to meditative practice. The study turns now 
to a thorough investigation of Baxter’s understanding of meditation, commencing with 
the reasons why he believed it was a practice of such great benefit.
281 Louis Bouyer, Orthodox Spirituality and Protestant and Anglican Spirituality, vol. Ill, A History of 
Christian Spirituality (New York: The Seabury Press, 1969), 143, cited from Won, "Communion with 
Christ", 6.
101
C h a p t e r  T w o
The Motives for the Practice of Meditation within Baxter’s
Thought
Why was Richard Baxter such a keen promoter of the practice of meditation? Why did he 
view it as ‘the life of most other duties,’ as something that believers neglected at their 
peril? 1 To answer this question requires an understanding of the motivations that drove 
his advocacy. As already indicated, the devotional writings of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, whether Catholic or Protestant, frequently employed the same 
vocabulary and examined similar themes. Whether one is reading Baxter or de Granada, 
Perkins or de Sales, Rogers or St. Ignatius of Loyola, there is a certain consistency in the 
topics treated. Thus one finds discussion of the love of God, the abhorrence of sin, the 
dangers of the world, the need for humility, the importance of consideration—the list 
could go on—across these two competing Christian traditions. Also central to both 
traditions is a concern for spiritual improvement. At one level this is to be expected, since 
both draw upon the same resources of Scripture and earlier Christian thought. Yet this 
use of parallel language and ideas can also be deceptive. A naive reading, functioning at 
the level of terminology alone, might conclude that essentially the same spirituality is on 
view, whereas the differences are at least as fundamental as those things that they hold in 
common. The issue of the motivation for the practice of meditation is one area that 
distinguishes the two traditions. It is therefore essential to grasp Baxter’s motives in 
support of meditation if his approach is to be understood correctly. To date there has been 
no thorough investigation of this theme.
1 Baxter, SER, PW3, 300.
This chapter will examine Baxter’s motivations in promoting the practice of 
meditation and will demonstrate the essentially Protestant nature of his approach. For 
Baxter, meditation was a means to sanctification, that is, it assisted in the spiritual 
development of those who were already regenerate. He believed that the sanctified life 
ought to be characterised by a focus on its end point—eternity with God. Baxter 
understood that meditation was a key way to make possible such ‘heavenly mindedness.’ 
Yet his endorsement of meditation extended beyond a concern for Christian 
individuals—consistent with the broader Puritan agenda he longed for further reform 
within church and nation and maintained that personal godliness was critical to such 
change. Since he believed meditation was a most effective tool for maturing believers in 
the faith, his endorsement of it cannot be separated from this wider agenda. Furthermore, 
there was a significant personal dimension to Baxter’s enthusiasm for this duty. Having 
profited so much from his own meditations, he could not but urge this duty upon others 
that they too might share in the spiritual fruit that was forthcoming from its practice. Thus 
the overall picture indicates that ecclesiological, pastoral, social, theological and 
existential matters all play a part in explaining why meditation mattered so much to 
Baxter.
Baxter and the Puritan concern for further reform
While Protestant ideas and principles gained influence in England during the reigns of 
Henry VIII and Edward VI, and secured a more permanent hold following the 
Elizabethan religious settlement, there was a significant minority of devout believers who
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believed that further changes in church order were necessary. The sentiment was 
articulated well in An admonition to the Parliament (1572), which stated that ‘we in 
England are so far off, from having a church rightly reformed ... that as yet we are scarce 
come to the outward face of the same.’* 2 Some thought adjustment was needed at the 
structural level and pressed for the introduction of a Presbyterian polity. But, as Collinson 
has argued, these extreme and intransigent elements within the Puritan movement 
actually impeded the progress of a more widespread agenda amongst the godly. For this 
latter group ‘reformation’ meant ‘the pursuit of a piety and a moral order of the Puritan 
type, not the establishment of external forms and symbols of a reformed church.’3 
Proponents of this broader program wanted to see the nation not simply edge in the 
direction of godliness, but undergo a major transformation at the spiritual level that 
would result in a cohesive and stable society.4 Although there may not have been ‘a fixed 
blueprint’ to bring into effect this desired state,5 the Puritans were not without their 
strategies. The forging of solid educational institutions and practices, effective church 
discipline, dissemination of the word of God through preaching and catechising, the 
promotion of spiritual exercises—these and other means were all employed to good, 
though ultimately unsuccessful, effect.6
: Cited from Patrick Collinson, Godly People: Essays on English Protestantism and Puritanism (London:
The Hambledon Press, 1983), 334.
3 Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 465. The same agenda continued into the next century. See 
Tom Webster, Godly Clergy in Early Stuart England: The Caroline Puritan Movement, c. 1620-1643, 
Cambridge Studies in Early Modern British History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
especially 337-8.
4 Durston claims that to have given up on the ‘cultural revolution’ inherent in this program ‘would have 
been to have given up their puritanism’. See Christopher Durston, "Puritan Rule and the Failure of the 
Cultural Revolution," in The Culture of English Puritanism, 1560-1700, ed. Christopher Durston and 
Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 233.
5 Morgan, Godly Learning, 2.
6 See, for example, Ibid, Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement', Webster, Godly Clergy.
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Baxter’s own pastoral concerns were entirely in keeping with this program. He 
too was disturbed by the state of the church and the nation and sought further 
reformation; he perceived that the great labour of his life was the pursuit of the unity and 
peace that was the true mark of a land set apart for God.7 The scholarly labours of 
William Lamont and Paul Lim has shown how this concern manifested itself in Baxter’s 
agenda across the manifold religious and political contexts of the seventeenth-century.8 
Of particular significance, however, are two key historical events—the Civil War, and the 
collapse of Richard Cromwell’s Protectorate. Baxter’s expressed viewpoint on these 
occurrences clearly explains why he believed change was needed, and how he thought it 
should come about. To grasp Baxter’s reading of these episodes is to begin to understand 
the significance of meditative practice within his thought world.
The Civil War had a marked impact upon Baxter. He perceived the conflict to be 
an act of God’s judgment upon a nation that had been under the sound of the gospel for 
many decades, yet had refused to turn from wickedness and submit to her Lord.9 Yet 
there were good reasons for the battle to be fought. For Baxter, and those of similar mind, 
the purpose was clear:
We were unfeignedly for King and Parliament: We believed that the War was only to save the 
Parliament and Kingdom from Papists and Delinquents, and to remove the Dividers, that the King 
might again return to his Parliament; and that no Changes might be made in Religion, but by the 
Laws which had his free consent: We took the true happiness of King and People, Church and
7 See N. H. Keeble, "The Autobiographer as Apologist: 'Reliquiae Baxterianae' (1696)," Prose Studies 19, 
(1986), 106-7.
K Lamont, Millenium; Lim, In Pursuit.
9 Baxter, SER, PW3, 155: ‘Christ hath been pleading with England these four-score years and more, by the 
word of his gospel, for his worship and his Sabbaths, and yet the inhabitants are not persuaded; nay, he hath 
been pleading these six years, by threatenings, and fire, and sword, and yet can prevail but with very few. 
And though these bloody arguments have been spread abroad ... yet multitudes in England are no more 
persuaded than they were the first day of their warning; and they have not heard the voice of the rod, which 
hath cried up and down their streets: Yet, O England, will ye not sanctify my Sabbaths, nor call upon my 
name, nor regard my word, nor turn from your worldliness and wickedness!’ Cf. Baxter, Gildas Salvianus. 
The Reformed Pastor (London, 1656), PW4, The Preface', 354.
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State, to be our end, and so we understood the Covenant, engaging both against Papists and
Schismaticks . . . 10
Although this later recollection probably carries an element of political correctness, the 
true intent is clear. As he states elsewhere, ‘it was the hopes of a reformation that we 
fought and suffered for’." Upon visiting Cromwell’s army, however, Baxter became 
alarmed that another agenda was at play. There were some within the parliamentary 
forces that, rather than seeking to restore unity to the nation, were planning to ‘subvert 
both Church and State’. Separatists, Anabaptists and antinomians were all named as 
contributors to such a plot.12 In a time of national calamity, therefore, which Baxter 
believed to be divine wrath upon godless intransigence, some elements within society 
were acting in a way that would only compound God’s anger and further entrench 
England’s decline.
Baxter was concerned for more than just the impact of Protestant sectarianism 
upon the established church; he was also alarmed about the consequences for social life 
more broadly. As Carl Trueman has noted, in the Reliquiae Baxterianae Baxter 
frequently draws links between the outbreak of sects and ‘anarchic antinomianism.’13 He 
believed these factions damaged community life, not just the church, due to the libertine 
tendencies that were inherent within their theological stance. Indeed, the term 
‘antinomianism’ suggested that this movement was a threat to social cohesion, and to be 
‘against the law’ did not endear them to a society in the midst of the crisis of authority
10 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 50.
" Baxter, RP, PW 4,448. Cf. his comments to Colonel Whalley, ‘To the Honourable Commissary General 
Edward Whalley’, in Baxter, RBA, sig. Av: ‘Christ’s Interest lies much in these two things, The Piety and 
the Peace of his People. ... The Lord be your Teacher and Defence, and Direct, Excite, Encourage and 
Succeed you, and all that have Opportunity to do any thing to the Repairing of our Breaches, by furthering 
The Reformation and Unity o f the Churches'. Cf. Baxter, The Humble Petition of Many Thousands, 
Gentlemen, Free-Holders, and Others, o f the County o f Worcester (London, 1652), 3.
12 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 50-1.
13 Trueman, ''Bayly and Baxter," 57. See Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 53-60,74-9.
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that was the Civil War, and especially to one such as Baxter for whom unity and concord 
were so significant.14 It is no wonder that he engaged in frequent stoushes with 
antinomian teaching throughout the course of his life.15 For Baxter, any viewpoint that 
tended to division and impiety was not only a threat to true godliness, but also to the 
wellbeing of the church and the nation.16
In the years following the Civil War, Baxter gave more attention to what he 
perceived to be another great threat to national reformation—the Papists. For Baxter, the 
sectarianism of the Civil War period was associated not only with antinomianism, but 
also with popery, since he believed that some of these groups had been infiltrated by 
Papists intent on the destruction of Protestantism in England.17 His concerns functioned at 
a number of levels. In the first place, he feared that if the outbreak of sects were 
permitted to run their course, as Cromwell seemed content to allow, then the unity of the 
Protestants would be fractured and their religious agenda would be weakened, leaving
14 Following the republication of the sermons of the antinomian, Tobias Crisp, in 1690, Baxter expressed 
his fears of what might ensue in response to antinomian doctrine: ‘ If they prevail to make England believe 
that elect wicked Infidels are as righteous as Christ; and that it is impossible that any sin should hurt them , 
or that any Prayer or Duty should do them any good, {the express Words o f Dr. Crispe) and that to intend 
their own good by any, is to wrong the Free Grace and full salvation by Christ ... /  should have more hope 
of the Turks and Heathens, than o f that Land that receiveth and practiseth these Principles'. See Baxter, 
The Scripture Gospel Defended (London, 1690), Part II, To the Reader', sig. A7r. See also Baxter’s 
‘Preface’ to Thomas Hotchkis, An Exercitation Concerning the Nature o f Forgivenesse o f Sin (London, 
1654), sigs B3r-B4v. The same polemical rhetoric is evident in Thomas Edwards, Gangraena, 2nd ed. 
(London, 1646): ‘many o f the sects and sectaries in our dayes, deny all principles o f Religion, are enemies 
of all holy Duties, Order, Learning, overthrowing all, being vertiginosi spiritus, whirlegigg spirits; and the 
great opinion o f an universall Toleration, tends to the laying all waste, and dissolution o f all Religion and 
good manners.' See T he Epistle Dedicatory’, sig. av.
15 For Baxter’s engagement with Antinomianism see Cooper, Fear and Polemic, and on this point, 29-30, 
109. Cf. Como, Blown by the Spirit, 403-6. It is important to recognise the polemical nature of the language 
Baxter uses when describing antinomianism. What he ascribes to them (libertinism, social disruption, etc) 
reflects what he believes to be the logical outworking of the theology they hold; it was not based on 
observation of their behaviour. See Cooper, Fear and Polemic, chap. 3; Tim Cooper, "The Antinomians 
Redeemed: Removing Some of The "Radical" From Mid-Seventeenth-Century English Religion," Journal 
of Religious History 24, (2000), 247-62.
16 See, for example, Baxter’s exposition ‘Holiness is best for all societies’ in Baxter, A Saint or a Brute 
(London, 1662), PW2, II. 4,720-6.
17 Baxter, RP, 'The Preface', 354; SR, 'To the Protestant Reader', sigs. A4v-A5r; Baxter, One Sheet against 
the Quakers (London, 1657), 2; KC, 330-7.
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England vulnerable to takeover by Roman Catholicism.18 Furthermore, fed by stories of 
Catholic massacres of Protestants in Ireland and on the Continent, Baxter shared the 
English fear of what terrors might overrun the land if they were to fall under the control 
of a Catholic state.19 Most significantly, popery undermined unity and impeded true 
ministry, and therefore decreased holiness—an outcome that ran completely counter to 
the divine will that desired a thorough reformation of national life along godly lines.20 
Lamont has argued correctly that Baxter never shifted from a ‘belief in the conspiratorial 
power of Popery’.21 Thus for reform to become a reality, these errors needed to be 
restrained.
Many of the above-mentioned themes coalesce in Baxter’s 1659 exposition of his 
political philosophy, A Holy Commonwealth. Although he later recanted from this work, 
it does reveal his true mind on many of his ideals for England and how they might be 
promoted, and similar ideas re-surface in various of his later writings, especially in his 
private correspondence and manuscript notes.22 In the later 1650’s Baxter believed that 
the Puritan vision of England becoming a holy commonwealth—a ‘light on the hill’ to 
other nations—was on the verge of realisation. Buoyed by the success of his pastoral 
labours in Kidderminster, and similar programs of ministry throughout the land promoted
18 Trueman, "Christian Unity."
19 See, for example, Baxter, KC, 'The Epistle Dedicatory', sigs. av-a2v, 356-64, and his satirical comments 
that betray an underlying truth in SR, 'To the Literate Romanists', sig. b8v r. Cf. Lamont, "Religious 
Origins," 193-5. For the significance of the fear of popery within England in the seventeenth-century, see 
Jonathan Scott, England's Troubles: Seventeenth-Century English Political Instability in European Context 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 29-30,56-7, 94-7, 170-3, 184-5, 198-200, and elsewhere. 
For sixteenth-century expression of the same concern, see Eamon Duffy, "The Shock of Change:
Continuity and Discontinuity in the Elizabethan Church of England," Ecclesiastical Law Journal 7,(2004), 
435-7.
20 Baxter, A Winding-Sheet for Popery (London, 1657), 13; OSM, 4; GRD, 19, 108-10; KC, 'The Epistle 
Dedicatory', sig. A2r.
21 Lamont, Millenium, 109.
22 Richard Baxter, A Holy Commonwealth; Ed. William Lamont, Cambridge Texts in the History of 
Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 'Introduction', xix-xxi. See the whole 
‘Introduction’ for ideas in this paragraph.
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by the ministerial associations that he had helped set up, significant changed appeared to 
be at hand.23 Further success depended upon a healthy coalition between minister and 
magistrate. Ministers had the role of exercising godly discipline; the magistrate must 
punish any negligence in the exercise of this role and ensure that popery is kept in check, 
so that ail England could fall under the sway of a faithful ministry.24 Baxter believed 
Richard Cromwell to be this godly magistrate. With the fall of his Protectorate, however, 
Baxter’s hopes were dashed, and from thence he had to rethink the outworking of his 
political principles in the different context of a restored monarchy. With an understanding 
in place of Baxter’s perspective on the key events of the Civil War and the breakdown of 
the Cromwellian Protectorate, a fuller exposition of his standpoint on the means to bring 
about reform can now be considered.
A teleological perspective drove his point of view: the kingdom of God in glory 
will be the perfect uniting of the community of faith under divine rule to the honour of 
God. If that is the end towards which holy societies are heading, then it should shape 
practice in the present. ‘|W]e must estimate all with respect to our ultimate end’, he 
wrote; ‘That which most advanceth the people to salvation, and keeps out sin, and keeps 
our holiness and pleaseth God, is the best Government.’23 While such holiness and unity 
was worthwhile simply because it reflected God’s governing order within the created 
sphere, it also brought with it social advantage. Only a united church could withstand the 
threat of heresy; only a united nation could stand firm against foreign enemies and secure
23 See Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 768 (Letters, iv. 6), 70; Baxter, Reliquiae, 1 ,21,84-6 and the 
discussion in chapter four.
24 For Baxter’s thoughts on the role of the civil magistrate in containing popery, see Lamont, "Christian 
Magistrate."
2:1 Baxter, HC, 78; for the broader discussion see 77-87.
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the welfare of its inhabitants.26 Furthermore, godly unity carried an evangelistic benefit. 
‘Pray and labour for the reformation and concord of all the Christian churches,’ urged 
Baxter, ‘as the most probable means to win to Christ the world of heathens and 
unbelievers.’27 Hence for Baxter, disunity and division were anathema, and he was 
determined to work against them and to promote holiness of life.28 Reformation, then, 
could only be said to have been achieved when all schism had been set aside and there 
was peace, harmony and godliness of life within all the social groupings that existed in 
society.
Baxter laid the blame for the problem of discord and separatism squarely at the 
feet of the secular and church leaders. Those whom God had granted advancement and 
wealth had a particular responsibility to pursue public good in both church and 
commonwealth, yet so often this had not been their predominant concern.29 In accord 
with mainstream Protestant thinking, Baxter believed that the role of civil government 
was inextricably linked with religious improvement. Its true purpose was bound up with 
the matters of heaven —‘the glorification of God and the welfare of souls,’ and this was 
achieved through promoting the interests of the orthodox and suppressing extreme and 
divisive elements within the religious landscape, yet not in such a way that those who
26 Baxter, TSD, PW 3,466-9. Cf. RP, PW4, 353-5. Also A Holy Commonwealth in Schlatter, ed. Richard 
Baxter, 116-7.
27 Baxter, The Life of Faith, 2nd ed. (London, 1670), PW3,739. Cf. ‘To the Christian Reader,’ Baxter,
RCR, PW2, 3.
2S Note his comment in a letter to John Dury (5 February 1652</3>): ‘God hath possessed my heart with 
such a burning desire after the peace & unity of the Churches that I cannot forget it, or lay it by. I feele a 
supernamrall power forceing my strongest zeale, & thoughts that way’, Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 
109 (Letters, vi. 94), 92. Cf. the comments in his letter to Peter Ince, Calendar I, No. 148 (Letters, i. 11), 
17-8. See also Walter Douglas, "Richard Baxter and the Healing of the Nation," Andrews University 
Seminary Studies 30, (1992), 99-113; Lamont, "Origins of Civil War."
29 ‘The Preface’, Baxter, The Crucifying of the World by the Cross of Christ (London, 1658), PW 3,479-82.
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held to more tolerable differences were marginalised.30 Yet the civil leadership in 
England had not pursued these ends; in fact, they had hindered ministers in the conduct of 
their duties.31 Even when church leaders had not suffered this encumbrance, they too had 
failed in their obligations. As Baxter expressed it, they may have spoken much of the 
need for reformation, and written and prayed and sighed and longed for it, but upon 
realising that it would only be achieved ‘by their own diligence and unwearied labours,’ 
many were unprepared to bear this cost and ended up being ‘the rejectors and destroyers 
of it.’32
The core problem for both types of leaders was the same —selfishness.33 The 
eminent throughout the land had succumbed to worldliness and sensuality and become
30 Schlatter, ed. Richard Baxter, 21-2, 34. See also Baxter’s letter to John Swinfen (February 17, 1659), 62- 
3, in the same volume: ‘11. The bonum publicum is the nearer essential end of government. 12. Spiritual 
and eternal good is the chief part of the common good. 13. That can be no government or power that’s 
inconsistent with the essential end of the Christian Religion. 14. The first and great case, then, must be to 
secure God’s honor and the means of salvation to us and our posterity, and deal with our money and 
liberties in subordination hereto.’ Also note his comment in A Holy Commonwealth, 116-7, in the same 
volume: ‘Thes. 237. The Unity also o f the Church is very needful to the safety and peace o f the 
Commonwealth, that Parties be not hatched and animated against each other, who will be disturbing the 
Common peace to promote their ends. Two extremes are here to be avoided. The first of them that will give 
liberty or forbearance to none but those of one opinion or way, in points where difference is tolerable. And 
while they think by this to secure unity and peace, they most effectually destroy them both, while they put a 
necessity on many good and sober men ... The other extreme is theirs that either purposely cherish 
divisions to weaken the people, that they themselves may hold the balance, and make the advantage of their 
dissensions, or at least do carelessly permit intolerable heresy, infidelity or impiety to be propagated or 
practices without due restraint.’ Cf. Baxter’s earlier comment in a letter to Edward Harley (15 September 
1656): ‘Abhorre their Opinion that say, the magistrate hath nothing to doe in matters of Religion’, Keeble 
and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 324 (Letters, i. 226), 22. For the theocratic nature of Baxter’s vision of 
government, and the role of government in promoting holiness, see Timothy R. Cooke, "Richard Baxter 
and the Dictates of the Praying Classes," Westminster Theological Journal 58 (1996), 223-35; Walter B. T. 
Douglas, "Politics and Theology in the Thought of Richard Baxter," Andrews University Seminary Studies 
15,(1977), 115-26, Walter B. T. Douglas, "Politics and Theology in the Thought of Richard Baxter Part 
li," Andrews University Seminary Studies 16, (1978), 305-12.
31 Baxter, TSD, PW3,466-7.
32 Baxter, RP, PW 4,439-40. Cf. TSD, PW3, 861. To a certain extent Baxter blamed the unwillingness of 
ministers (including himself) to serve as chaplains in the army as the reason for the outbreak of 
sectarianism during the time of the Civil War. This is why he later acceded to a request to undertake such a 
role. See Reliquiae, I. i, 51.
33 ‘Selfishness is the great enemy of all societies.’ Baxter, The Divine Life (London, 1664), PW 3,861. See 
also TSD, PW3,466-8; Baxter, Catholick Unity (London, 1660), PW4, 679; KC, 458. Elsewhere in
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pleasers of self.34 The neglect of the more difficult aspects of their role by those in the 
ministry was indicative of the same problem. Furthermore, self-interest was also manifest 
among ministers in the sin of pride, whereby they were prepared to undervalue a united 
and peaceable church for the sake of upholding their own opinions. Throughout his life, 
Baxter held that these divisive, controversial stands usually related to non-essential 
matters and, even worse, more often than not pertained to mere verbal differences rather 
than real entities.35 In Baxter’s mind, therefore, many of the fights that were rupturing 
Church and nation were really over nothing; they were a distraction from the true 
business of theology, that ‘scientia ajfectiva practic'd’ that was only truly manifest in 
hearts warm towards God and lives of holiness.36
The spiritual state and behaviour of individuals, especially those in leadership, 
was therefore of crucial importance to the health of communities. For Baxter, the 
qualities that lay at the heart of the nature of God should operate within those made in his 
image: ‘The combination of the power, wisdom, and goodness of the individuals, and the 
eminency of these in the governors, is the cause of the order, strength, and safety of these 
human societies.’37 These were the virtues that made for unified and stable community 
life, and it was the lack of them that had created the inverse situation. Thus the key to 
reformation was to change personal behaviour: ‘Godliness doth unite or centre all 
societies in the only Head and Centre of unity; that is, the blessed God himself. ...
Catholic Unity, 653 & 685, Baxter states that unholiness and ungodliness is the cause of divisions, but the 
same essential concept is in view.
34 See ‘The Preface’, Baxter, CWCC, PW 3,479-84.
3 Baxter ,RP, PW 4,406, 10-11; CD, PW 1,270; Baxter, Aphorismes of Justification (London, 1649),sig. 
a5v r. Cf. Baxter, SER, PW 3,236; TSD, PW 3,425-6; Cath. Theol., sig. b3r. See also Trueman, "Bayly and 
Baxter," 58.
36 Baxter, RCR, PW2, 162. Cf. Baxter, Methodus Theologiae Christianae (London, 1681), I, 1; Baxter, 
Rich. Baxter's Confession of His Faith, Especially Concerning the Interest of Repentance and Sincere 
Obedience to Christ, in Our Justification & Salvation (London, 1654), 114-5.
37 Baxter, RCR, PW 2,9.
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Godliness takes away the ball of the world’s contention.’38 All those who exercised some 
authority over others needed to be at the forefront of this change. Baxter implored parents 
and masters to order and instruct their families and servants in the ways of holiness and 
the suppression of sin. This would edify the church and bring stability to the 
commonwealth, and ‘how fast would reformation then go on!’39 Civil leaders were 
similarly the recipients of his hortatory concern.40 The same principle also held true for 
those in the ministry—they needed to undertake the task entrusted to them with diligence 
and self-denial if good was to come to others.41
Baxter had a very clear idea of what that task was, and expounded it at length in 
his 1656 treatise Gildas Salvianus: The Reformed Pastor. As William Black has 
demonstrated, Baxter did not follow the Genevan model with its emphasis upon structural 
change and preaching that had dominated most of England’s Protestant history. Rather, 
his vision had much more affinity with the views of the exiled Strasbourg reformer, 
Martin Bucer. This method focused upon the conversion of souls at the local level of the
38 Baxter, SB, PW 2,721. Cf. CD, PW1,764: ‘Christianity and true godliness, is the greatest strength of 
government, and bond of subjection, and means of peace, that ever was revealed to the world.’ Also TSD, 
PW3,468; Baxter, A Treatise o f Conversion (London, 1657), PW2,468; Baxter, A Call to the Unconverted 
(London, 1658),'Preface', 504-5.
39 Baxter, TSD, PW3, 384. Cf. RP, PW4, 385: ‘You are like to see no general reformation till you procure 
family reformation.’
40 ‘The Preface’, Baxter, CWCC, PW3,490: ‘Gentlemen, for the Lord’s sake, for your souls’ sake, for the 
church’s and the gospel’s sake, for your country’s sake, and the spiritual and corporal good of thousands, 
awake now from your sloth and selfishness, from your ambition, voluptuousness, and sordid worldliness, 
and give up yourselves and all that you have to God by Christ, and to the common good, and make the best 
of ali your faculties and interest, for the high and noble ends of Christians: and convince all self-conceited 
founders or troublers of the commonwealth that you have hit the way of a true reformation, without any 
alteration of the form, by correcting yourselves, the principal materials.’ Cf. ‘The Introduction,’ DT, PW3, 
975: ‘Good princes, magistrates, and public-spirited men that promote the safety, peace, and true prosperity 
of the commonwealth, do thereby very much befriend religion, and men’s salvation; and are greatly to be 
loved and honoured by all.’
41 ‘The Reformation of his Churches, and the Uniting of them (at home and abroad) are the greatest works 
that any can be Imployed in. To which ends Gods chiefest means, is an Able, Godly, Diligent Ministry, to 
Teach and Rule his flocks according to his Word.’ See Baxter, RBA, 'To the Honourable Commissary 
General Edward Whalley', sig. Av. Cf. RP, PW4,445-9; C&AM, PW4, 552; Baxter, The Worcestershire 
Petition to the Parliament for the Ministry o f England Defended (London, 1653), 2; HPW, 4-5.
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parishes. Pastors needed to be shepherds as well as heralds, ministering the word of God 
not only through preaching, but also to individuals and families through catechesis. 
Another key prong in this strategy was effective church discipline, once more conducted 
by the minister in the local setting. A third aspect of Baxter’s model was promoting 
church unity through close association and collaboration amongst pastors and by 
eschewing controversy within their public ministry.42 It is understandable, therefore, that 
Baxter became an advocate for an inclusive ‘mere Christianity,’ a version of the faith that 
majored on the essentials rather than peripherals, and that could subsume the broad range 
of Protestant orthodox believers within its ranks.43
Gildas Salvianus: The Reformed Pastor is the most systematic expression of 
Baxter’s pastoral method, but the same concern for ‘reform’ throughout church and 
nation underlies all of his practical writings. Trueman is correct in his assessment that, for 
Baxter, ‘Piety is not ... something of mere private significance; it has profound public 
and political significance as well.’44 His catechetical works and his comprehensive 
casuistic treatise, A Christian Directory, bear testimony to this, since the advice provided 
moves well beyond private exhortation to expound particular duties and responsibilities
42 See Black, Reformation Pastors for an extensive discussion of these themes. Also Lim, "The Reformed 
Pastor," 157-64; Trueman, "Bayly and Baxter," 58-62; Paul C. H. Lim, "Puritans and the Church of 
England: Historiography and Ecclesiology," in The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey 
and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 228-34; Lim,//7 Pursuit, 28-51. On 
the significance of church discipline for Baxter, note his comment to the High Churchman, Sir Ralph Clare, 
of Caldwell Hall, Kidderminster: ‘But I dare not (I profess seriously I dare not) ordinarily at least) give the 
Sacrament to those unruly scandalous Persons, that will live under no just Discipline ... the Office of a 
Pastor is not only to preach and administer the Sacrament, but also to admonish, rebuke, and exercise some 
Discipline for the Good of the Church ... I will be a Pastor to none that will not be under Discipline.’ See 
Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 292 (Reliquiae, I. ii, 161), 203. See also Baxter, RCR, PW2, 128; 
Baxter, Compassionate Counsel to All Young Men (London, 1681), PW4, 33, where Baxter indicates his 
approval of Bucer’s work. For a discussion of how Baxter made use of liturgical forms of discipline, see 
Bryan D. Spinks, "A Seventeenth-Century Reformed Liturgy of Penance and Reconciliation," Scottish 
Journal of Theology 42 (1989), 191-7.
43 See, for example, Lim, In Pursuit, especially chap. 6.
^Trueman, "Bayly and Baxter," 62.
114
of all offices within the church and civil society.48 Indeed, when addressing believers 
irrespective of their social station his claim is that ‘our greatest duties must be for public 
societies,’ that is, ‘the commonwealth’ and ‘the church’.46
Here, then, was Baxter’s strategy. It was based on the premise that it was the 
sanctification of individuals that would bring unity and reformation to the church and 
nation.47 It was pastors and other leaders being attentive to their God given 
responsibilities that would shift other individuals towards the realisation of this end. 
Baxter was not alone in claiming that individual sin was the cause of social turmoil. 
Margot Todd notes that this was a consistent humanist and Protestant emphasis: 
‘Elizabethan Protestants and Puritans of the next century were in full agreement with 
humanists that the problem of order in the commonwealth was to be approached at the 
level of individual conscience.,4X But the specific strategies employed by Baxter, though 
indebted to Bucer’s earlier emphases, made his approach a new direction within English 
Protestant pastoral ministry in the seventeenth-century.
The logic of Baxter’s multiple agendas now becomes apparent. He believed his 
main task was faithful ministry of the word in the parish context, through evangelism, 
preaching and catechising. Yet he was also tireless in writing letters and treatises that 
promoted not only the life of godliness, but also dealt with theological and political 
concerns. In so doing, his ministerial labours stretched across multiple contexts, from
45 Ibid., 61-2.
46 Baxter, LF, PW 3,693. Cf. RCR, PW2, 8.
47 Baxter, LF, PW 3,701: ‘God must make a change upon individual persons, if ever he will make a great 
change in the church.’ See also SER, PW 3,324: ‘If I could see the congregations provided with able 
teachers, and the people receiving and obeying the gospel, and longing for reformation in life and manners; 
oh what a blessed place were England!’ Cf. William M. Lamont, Godly Rule: Politics and Religion 1603- 
60 (London: Macmillan, 1969), 94-5.
48 Todd, Christian Humanism, 194-5. Cf. Jonathan Scott’s comment: ‘For most republicans the prospects of 
lasting political change depended upon moral change’, Scott, England's Troubles, 297.
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very private dealings to the most public of spheres. Yet all was of a piece—intended to 
promote the grand design of holiness of life throughout England and manage any 
impediments that might hinder such an achievement.
Baxter’s perspective on the Christian life: his understanding of justification and 
sanctification
The previous discussion highlighted the social, ecclesial and theological factors that 
explained why the promotion of holy living was so critical to Baxter’s reform agenda. To 
fully grasp the place of meditation in this thought, however, it is necessary to consider 
briefly the theological principles that shaped his perspective on the Christian life. The 
short overview of Baxter’s life provided in the Introduction indicated that he held an 
idiosyncratic doctrine of justification. The distinctiveness of this position, as well as his 
stress upon the necessity of progress in sanctification, had significant implications for his 
pastoral methodology. For Baxter, bona fide faith was characterised by vigorous effort on 
the part of the believer, and exhortations to this effect pervade his writings. What, then, 
are the key features of his soteriological understanding that gave rise to this activist 
emphasis?
Baxter’s slant on justification was forged in the polemical context of his concerns 
about the libertine tendencies that he believed were inherent within antinomianism.49
49 See his comments in Baxter, CD, PW1,57-9. Note Lamont’s insightful comment concerning Baxter’s 
understanding: ‘While Arminianism might have been taken up by wicked men, Antinomianism was the 
religion of wicked men.’ Lamont also notes that Baxter later acknowledged that this nexus was not 
inevitable, and that there were ‘honest godly men’, such as John Bunyan, amongst the antinomians. See 
Lamont, Millenium, 128,267. The most comprehensive analysis of Baxter’s doctrine of justification is 
Boersma, Hot Peppercorn. See also Packer, Redemption & Restoration, chap. 10; C. FitzSimons Allison,
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While convinced of the truth of the Protestant viewpoint, that salvation involved no 
human merit, he saw the need for a doctrine of justification that provided an adequate 
ground for the believer to pursue holiness of life. For Baxter, being freely saved could 
never be an excuse for licentious behaviour or spiritual indolence. In 1647, while 
wrestling with the text of Matthew 25 with its apparent endorsement of the necessity of 
works to attain eternal glory, Baxter’s thoughts coalesced in a way that enabled him to 
lay down the foundations of his doctrine of justification.50 The result was his treatise, 
Aphorismes o f Justification. Although Baxter later would suggest that this work was 
published in an ‘undigested’ form,51 and was ‘crude and defective’,52 Boersma’s 
assessment is that the essential nature of his position ‘remained unaltered for the rest of 
his life’,53 and his treatment of justification in later works confirms this to be the case.54
Central to his schema was the conditional nature of justification. The sufferings of 
Christ ‘purchased a conditional gift of free pardon and life to all that will believingly
The Rise o f Moralism: The Proclamation o f the Gospel from Hooker to Baxter (Wilton, Conn.: Morehouse 
Barlow, 1966), chap. 8; Beougher, Richard Baxter and Conversion: A Study o f the Puritan Concept o f 
Becoming a Christian (Fearn, Ross-shire: Mentor, 2007), chap. 3; John von Rohr, The Covenant o f Grace 
in Puritan Thought (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986), 98-100; Wallace Jr., Puritans and Predestination, 136- 
9, 180-2; Lamont, Millenium, 125-55; Rivers, Reason, 132-40; Mark Goldie, Roger Morrice and the 
Puritan Whigs, ed. Mark Goldie, 6 vols., vol. I, The Entring Book of Roger Morrice 1677-1691 
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2007), 254-68.
50 "... being in my sicknesse cast far from home, where I had no booke but my Bible, I set to study the truth 
from thence, and from the nature of the things, and naked evidence; & so, but the blessing of God, 
discovered more in one weeke, then 1 had done before in seventeen yeares reading, hearing and wrangling.’ 
See Baxter, AJ, II, 110-11.
51 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 148 (Letters, i. 11), 18. Also The Preface’ to Baxter, Cath. Theol., 
sig. a3v.
52 ‘To the Readers’, Baxter, A Treatise o f Justifying Righteousness (London, 1676), sig. A2r.
53 Boersma, Hot Peppercorn, 33. Cf. Baxter’s comments in Baxter, TJR, 22, that AJ ‘contained that 
Doctrine in substance which I judg sound’, and in ‘The Preface’ to Cath. Theol., sig. a3v, that while AJ 
contained ‘many uncautelous words ... 1 think the main doctrine of it sound.’ See also his statements in 
Reliquiae, I, 111. J. 1. Packer provides an analysis of the corrections Baxter made to AJ in Packer, 
Redemption & Restoration, 415-7, which demonstrate the essential continuity of his thought on this topic.
54 See, for example, Baxter, An End o f Doctrinal Controversies (London, 1691); Baxter, SGD.
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accept it’ .55 While the essence of the condition is faith, it is a ‘practical faith’ ,56 which 
involves ‘Works of Evangelical gratitude, love, and obedience’ .57 The true nature of faith 
had been misunderstood by the antinomians; they had failed to grasp the fact that trust in 
God entailed submission to his Lordship.58 Such trust was an act of all three faculties of 
the soul—active power, intellect and will—and therefore would always issue in action.59 
For Baxter, final justification reflected this truth about the nature of faith: pardon on the 
last day was dependent upon persevering in faith and sincerely pursuing this ‘gospel 
obedience’ ,60 for the judgment to come will be according to works.61 To Baxter’s mind, 
these notions did not overturn the gracious nature of the salvation offered to human 
beings.62 Furthermore, even the ability to perform these works was due to divine grace.63
55 Baxter, The Catechising o f Families (London, 1683), PW4, 90. See also Baxter, AJ, 89, 163, 196; Baxter, 
The Poor Man's Family Book (London, 1674), PW4, 267; EDC, 250.
56 Baxter, PMB,PW4, 201.
37 Baxter, EDC, 253.
38 Speaking of ‘Antinomianism’, Baxter writes: ‘their Error (which many of their adversaries also are guilty 
of) lieth here; That not understanding, that receiving Christ as Lord is an essential act of justifying Faith, 
nor that the refusal of his Government is an essential part of damning unbelief’, AJ, 'Appendix', 21.
59 ‘And trust is the formal Act of Faith: But this trust is in all the three faculties of the Soul. 1. The 
understanding having first discerned the credibility, giveth over doubting (in that degree) and resteth in or 
trusteth the discerned truth. 2. The Will doth with complacency trust to and rest in the said truth discerned, 
(with the goodness also discerned as sure and true.) 3. The executive imperate Power doth practically trust, 
perform, and venture, commanded by the Will. So that truly, Divine Faith is an intellectual, executive, or 
practical trust.' In Baxter’s ‘The Preface’ to William Lorimer, An Excellent Discourse Proving the Divine 
Original, and Authority o f the Five Books o f Moses (London, 1682), sigs. a2r-a3'. See also Baxter, LF,
PW3,652. For a discussion on Baxter’s faculty psychology, see chapter 3.
60 Baxter, AJ, 108, cf. 82, 87, 235-6, 286, 310. See also TJR, A8r; EDC, 154, 241; LF, PW 3,675; SER,
PW3, 249; Plain Scripture Proof o f Infants Church-Membership and Baptism, 3rd ed. (London, 1653), sig. 
e2r, 190-2.
61 ‘... all men shall be judged, by Justification or Condemnation according to their Works, or what they 
have done; that is, as they have performed or not performed the Conditions of that Law of Grace which 
they were under’; ‘Final justification and glorification are the Rewards of Evangelical Obedience’ See 
Baxter, EDC, 250, 290. See also AJ, 317; CF, PW 4,94; LF, PW 3,671.
62 See, for example, the Preface to Hotchkis, Exercitation, sig. C2V, where Baxter speaks of the ‘necessity of 
holy fear & working out our salvation, yet without ascribing any merit unto man’. Also: ‘The ignorant 
Antinomians think, it cannot be a Free Act of Grace, if there be any Condition on our part for enjoying it’, 
Baxter, AJ, 169-70, cf. 225. See also LF, PW3,675-6; Baxter, Of Justification (London, 1658), sig. a2r.
Note also Baxter’s comment that ‘There is so great Ambiguity in the term Works, that I think it occasioneth 
much of our contentions’; Baxter proceeds to delineate eight meanings for the term, indicating that 
‘perhaps there may yet more senses be remembred.' Baxter claims that ‘The word Merit also is very 
ambiguous.’ See Baxter, RBC, 66-8.
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The end result, therefore, was a system that placed great stress upon human responsibility 
in the life of faith, without that involvement being deemed meritorious in the sight of 
God.
In order to achieve this outcome, Baxter’s doctrine of justification entailed a 
number of modifications to the traditional structures of Reformed soteriology. First, he 
reformulated the covenant theology that was characteristic of Puritanism and other post- 
Reformation Protestant thought according to a ‘political method’ .64 Baxter believed that 
theology was concerned with the kingdom of God, and as such, needed to be understood 
in terms of the governmental and legal categories that characterise normal human 
society.65 He maintained that God exercised his kingship over human beings in three 
successive stages: a kingdom of nature, of grace, and of glory.66 Within Baxter’s schema, 
the concepts ‘covenant of works’ (or ‘covenant of nature’ as Baxter preferred) and 
‘covenant of grace’ designated the laws of the kingdoms of nature and grace
63 ‘Not that we can perform these Conditions Without Grace: (for without Christ we can do nothing:) But 
that he enableth us to perform them our selves; and doth not himself repent, believe, love Christ, obey the 
Gospel for us, as he did satisfie the Law for us’, Baxter, AJ, 115, cf. 41. See also TJR, sig. A8r; RBA, 26.
64 Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 213. For a helpful overview of covenant theology, see von Rohr, 
Covenant of Grace. For Baxter’s political method, see Packer, Redemption & Restoration,84,207, chaps 
9-10; Beougher, Conversion, chaps 2-3; How Chuang Chua, "Christ, Atonement, and Evangelism in the 
Theology of Richard Baxter: A Study in Seventeenth-Century English Puritan Soteriology" (M.Th, Regent 
College, 1997), 53-64.
65 ‘Theology is the Doctrine of the Kingdom of God’, in Baxter’s ‘To the Reader’, William Allen, A 
Discourse o f the Nature, Ends, and Difference o f the Two Covenants (London, 1673), sig. A2r. Cf. 
‘Praefatio’, Baxter, MTC, sig. A5V. Through the writings of Grotius and George Lawson, Baxter became 
convinced of ‘how unfit we are to write about Christ’s Government, and Laws, and Judgment, &c. while we 
understand not the true Nature of Government, Laws, and Judgment in the general; and that he that is 
ignorant of Politicks and of the Law o f Nature, will be ignorant and erroneous in Divinity and the sacred 
Scriptures’. See Reliquiae, I. 108. See also ‘King James His Abdication of the Crown Plainly Proved, 
October 1, 1691’ from Richard Baxter, "Baxter Treatises," (London: Dr. Williams's Library), vol. VII, 
folios 230-35 in Schlatter, ed. Richard Baxter, esp. 158. For George Lawson’s views on the connection 
between politics and theology, see the discussion in Conal Condren, George Lawson's Politico and the 
English Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 47, 51. See chap. 11 of the same work 
for similarities and differences in approach between Baxter and Lawson.
66 ‘t h EOLOGIA est (Doctrina/Scientia}-affectiva-praclica de REGNO DEI super hominibus: Regni hujus 
triplex est Status, viz. 1. Naturae. 2. Gratiae. 3. Gloriae’. See Baxter, MTC, 1. Cf. ‘An Unsavoury Volume 
of Mr Jo. Crandon’s Anatomized’, in RBA, 26-7.
119
respectively.67 This theological system enabled him to sketch a comprehensive 
eschatology of divine dealings with humanity, as well as to provide a full explanation of 
the duties demanded of human beings under God’s rule.68 Second, arising from this 
political approach, Baxter modified the orthodox understanding of the nature of God’s 
law within Reformed thought. The traditional view was that God’s justice was grounded 
in his nature, and was therefore immutable. Baxter, however, maintained that God’s 
justice and laws were simply a function of the way he chose to govern. This meant that 
God could alter his law if he so desired, and Baxter believed that this was precisely what 
he had done. Christ’s sacrifice, rather than satisfying the just demands of the law as a 
substitute for sinners, satisfied the Lawgiver, and thereby procured the right for a new 
law to be enacted 69 This new law, the covenant of grace, promised life if the conditions 
of sincere faith and obedience were met,70 and thus a system was constructed that 
countered any antinomian tendencies to moral laxity. Third, Baxter did not accept that 
believers are fully justified the moment they come to faith. He distinguished between 
three kinds of justification: constitutive, judicial (or sentential), and executive.71 
Constitutive justification applies to a person who conforms to the standards of a law. The 
law of grace stipulates that all people must repent and turn to Christ. This means that a
67 Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 215. For details of Baxter’s understanding of the covenants, see 
Baxter, EDC, 99-154; Anonymous, "Richard Baxter's "End of Controversy"," Bibliotheca Sacra and 
American Biblical Repository 12 (1855), 369-73.
68 See Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 84.
69 ‘The Father giveth up to Christ as Redeemer the whole lapsed cursed reparable world ... and especially 
his chosen to be eventually and infallibly saved, and promiseth to accept his Sacrifice and performance, 
and to make him Head over all things to his Church, and by him to establish the Law o f Grace (in its 
perfect Edition) and to give him the Government respectively of the Church and world, and to Glorifie him 
for this work with himself for ever.’ See Cath. Theol., I. ii, 38. See also Baxter, Universal Redemption of  
Mankind (London, 1694), 186-90; ‘Richard Baxter’s Admonition to Mr William Eyre’, in Baxter, RBA, 25; 
AJ, 74. For this point, see Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 261-3.
70 Baxter, PMB, 178-9,201-2, 266-7.
71 This section on the three-fold nature of justification in Baxter’s thought is dependent upon Packer, 
Redemption & Restoration, 251 -3; Boersma, Hot Peppercorn, 89-92. See Baxter, EDC, 242-55; OJ, 71-2; 
LF, 673-5.
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believer, simply upon the initial act of faith, is declared righteous by God because the 
condition of compliance to the law has been met, and therefore is reckoned justified in 
this constitutive sense. As yet, however, the judge has not passed sentence, and it is only 
when this takes place that judicial justification occurs. Baxter maintains that this happens 
at the last judgment, when the righteous Judge and King examines each person’s life, and 
makes a determination of the genuineness of faith on the basis of works. Executive 
justification is the actual execution of the sentence, whereby the believer receives the 
promised rewards of obedience to the law, a process that encompasses the gift of the 
Spirit and sanctification in this present earthly life, and glorification in the heavenly 
future.72 Thus Baxter maintains that ‘justification appears, not as a single momentary 
event, but as a complex, tripartite Divine act, which begins with a man’s first faith in 
Christ and is not completed till he has received his whole reward in the world to come.’73 
Fourth, Baxter denied a strict imputation of Christ’s righteousness to believers. Orthodox 
Calvinism held that where there was true faith, both Christ’s passive and active 
righteousness were imputed. For Baxter, this undercut the necessity for an obedient and 
holy lifestyle, and thereby fed the antinomian error. Christ’s life was characterised by 
‘suffering that we might not suffer damnation,’ he wrote, ‘but not obeying that we might 
not obey’.74 Baxter’s position was that Christ’s righteousness was a complete package 
that could not be broken into discrete units, and that it was imputed to believers not
72 ‘Executive Justification, viz. the execution of the aforesaid sentence, (less properly called Justification, 
and more properly called pardon) consisteth in taking off the punishment inflicted, and forbearing the 
punishment deserved, and giving possession of the happiness adjuged us: so that it is partly in this life, viz. 
in giving the Spirit, and outward mercies, and freeing us from judgements (And thus sanctification it self is 
a part of Justification) and partly in the life to come, in freeing us from Hell, and possessing us of Glory.’ 
See Baxter, OJ, 72.
73 Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 253.
74 Baxter, LT,PW 3,668.
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directly, but in the sense that they reap its benefits.75 Finally, Baxter held that a two-fold 
righteousness was necessary to secure salvation.76 The first, legal righteousness, is 
Christ’s work of obedience in fulfilling the law to secure the salvation of sinners. But as 
already indicated, this pardon cannot be appropriated without enacting the conditions set 
forth by God. The performing of these conditions, through the exercise of sincere faith 
and obedience, is termed evangelical righteousness. Whereas legal righteousness, being 
Christ’s work, is external to the believer, Baxter deems this evangelical righteousness to 
be the believer’s own.77 Once again, this doctrinal formulation preserves the element of 
human responsibility within the divine scheme of salvation. Baxter, therefore, has altered 
terminology and categories within orthodox Reformed thinking to create a unique 
doctrine of justification within Protestant thought.
Despite the extensive redefinition and reformulation encompassed within Baxter’s 
doctrine, his stance remains consistent with Protestant approaches to justification. While 
he did modify Calvinism, this was not ‘part of a comprehensive project in dogmatics’, but 
was ‘formulated ... to meet the immediate moral danger of antinomianism.’78 Baxter was
75 ‘... nor do we think it a thing possible that the same individual righteousness that was in Christ (being an 
accident) can be in it self and really given to us, and made ours; Yet we do believe that his Habitual 
perfection, with his Active Righteousness and his Sacrifice or Sufferings, all set together, and advanced in 
value, by their conjunction with his Divine Righteousness, were the true meritorious procuring cause o f our 
pardon, Justification, Adoption, Sanctification and Salvation. Not one part imputed to this effect, and 
another to that; but all thus making up one meritorious cause of all these effects; even of the Covenant and 
all its benefits. And thus Christs Righteousness is imputed and given to us; not immediately in it self, but in 
the effects and fru its'. See Baxter, How Far Holiness Is the Design of Christianity (London, 1671), 17. See 
also Baxter, CF, PW4, 90; EDC, 256-78; AJ, 44-61.
76 ‘as there are two Covenants, with their distinct Conditions: so is there a twofold Righteousness, and both 
of them absolutely necessary to Salvation.’ See Baxter, AJ, 102.
77 ‘Our Evangelical Righteousness is not without us in Christ, as our legal Righteousness is: but consisteth 
in our own actions of Faith and Gospel Obedience. Or thus: Though Christ performed the conditions of the 
Law, and satisfied our non-performance; yet it is our selves that must perform the conditions of the 
Gospel.’ See Ibid., 108. See also Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 258; Boersma, Hot Peppercorn, 273- 
90.
78 N. H. Keeble, "Richard Baxter's Preaching Ministry: Its History and Texts," Journal of Ecclesiastical 
History 35,(1984), 540.
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critical of Roman Catholic soteriology: ‘The Papists errors in the point of Justification by 
the Merit of works’ ,79 and ‘They take Justifying for Sanctifying’ .80 Baxter affirmed the 
traditional Protestant position on both these points. As noted above, his endorsement of 
the conditional nature of the covenant of grace in no way implied that those conditions 
were meritorious causes.81 And while he was accused of confusing justification and 
sanctification,82 he denied that this was the case 83 Much of the controversy attached to 
Baxter with regard to justification appears to be due to the difficulty in understanding the 
intricacies of his position.84
The same concern to counter human passivity as a response to divine grace is 
present in Baxter’s understanding of sanctification, and much of his teaching on this 
doctrine is an outworking of the emphases found in his discussions on justification. 
According to Baxter, the Christian life required effort and demanded progress. In his 
endorsement of a treatise by George Hopkin’s, Baxter explained that humankind was 
both created and redeemed for the purpose of being holy, and thus sanctification was of 
the esse of saving faith: ‘All Doctrines and Practices ... that derogate from Sanctification,
7V Baxter’s preface to Hotchkis, Exercitation, sig. B3V.
80 Baxter, AJ, 305.
81 See also Baxter, OJ, 75, 262-3. Note also the discussion of Baxter’s understanding of merit in Boersma, 
Hot Peppercorn, 326-8. Cf. the more negative assessment of the place of works in Baxter’s theology in J. 
Wayne Baker, "Sola Fide, Sola Gratia: The Battle for Luther in Seventeenth-Century England," The 
Sixteenth Century Journal 16, (1985), 129-33. For the medieval background to Baxter’s construction see 
Richard A. Muller, "Covenant and Conscience in English Reformed Theology: Three Variations on a 17th 
Century Theme," Westminster Theological Journal 42, (1980), 331.
82 See the letter from John Wallis, 14 October 1652: ‘Those few things wherein, you say wee differ, I 
suppose will be easyly cleared, I hope, if you please but to observe the difference between Sanctification & 
Justification ... you presse those things as belonging to Justification which do indeed appertaine to 
Sanctification.’ See Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar 1, No. 96 (Letters, vi. 104), 84.
83 Baxter, AJ, 305. On occasions Baxter does appear to blend these two doctrines (e.g. LF, PW 3,674; OJ, 
72), but in these contexts by ‘sanctification’ he means the gift of the Spirit to the believer.
84 Note this statement in a letter from John Tillotston to Matthew Sylvester, 3 February 1691/2: ‘especially I 
Would/ have you clearly & briefly lay down his Judgment concerning Justification \(which few do clearly 
& fully understand)/ (which of late some \in the city/ have so opposed ... & show he really magnifies 
Christ & faith & grace, & doth not really differ from honest true Protestants’. See Keeble and Nuttall, 
Calendar II, No. 1260 (Letters, ii. 76), 329.
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do tend to Damnation, and are enmity against God. ... it is part of our salvation itself, and 
a necessary meanes to the rest, which yet remaineth. ’ 85 Baxter praised Hopkin’s ability to 
navigate safely between unhelpful extremes, ‘neither clouding the free Remission of sins, 
by extolling mortification, and holy living, as the Papists; nor laying our recovery wholly 
in relative changes, and all our righteousness in meer reputation, as the Libertines doe’ .86 
If one had to choose between these two erroneous paths, that of the Roman church or 
antinomianism, Baxter perceived greater danger in the libertine direction. In his The 
Right Method for a Settled Peace of Conscience and Spiritual Comfort, Baxter warned 
that the antinomians were ‘the greatest pretenders’ with regards to bringing solace to 
troubled consciences, being ‘subverters of the very nature of the gospel’ .87 The ‘Papists’, 
while wreaking their own form of pastoral havoc by linking spiritual comfort with 
meritorious behaviour, only ‘err half so dangerously as ... antinomians’, who diminish 
the importance of faith and repentance as conditions for salvation.88 For Baxter, succour 
for troubled consciences was intimately connected with behaviour: ‘our duties’ are not 
‘meritorious,’ but ‘we may and must raise our assurance and comforts from our own 
graces and duties’; ‘Duty goeth in order of nature and time before comfort’; ‘If you 
would learn the most expeditious way to peace and settled comfort, study well the art of 
doing good. ’ 89 For Baxter and other Puritans, the duties one owes to God are an 
expression of faith in God; to neglect them is nothing less than a denial of being in a
85 Baxter, ‘To the Reader’ in George Hopkins, Salvation from Sinne by Jesus Christ: Or, the Doctrine of 
Sanctification (London, 1655), n.p. See also his discussion in Baxter, HFH.
86 Hopkins, Salvation from Sinne, n.p.
K7 Richard Baxter, The Right Method for a Settled Peace of Conscience, and Spiritual Comfort (London, 
1653), PW 2,968.
88 Ibid., PW 2,967-8,65.
89 Ibid., PW 2,899, 923, 39.
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regenerate state.90 Yet, once again it must be stressed that, for Baxter, this focus did not 
subvert the essential God-centred and grace-centred structure of his practical divinity, for 
in actuality, ‘[tJhose which are our graces and works ... are the graces and works of God, 
of Christ, of the Holy Ghost dwelling in us.’91 In short, Baxter held that much was 
demanded in the pursuit of the life of faith, but God did not leave the practitioner to press 
on unaided in the task. Overall, however, due to the situational considerations behind its 
genesis, the accent within Baxter’s soteriology falls on the side of the human response 
and the place of sanctification in a more pronounced way than is found within more 
orthodox Reformed thinking.
Heavenly mindedness as an expression of the sanctified life
A key feature of the sanctified life that was so central within Baxter’s theological and 
pastoral agenda was what he termed, ‘heavenly mindedness’. The previous chapter 
highlighted a characteristic of Puritan thought—the significance of the pilgrimage motif 
and the notion of the Christian life as a journey toward the celestial city. Baxter’s 
practical writings are imbued with the same impulse. In keeping with the general Puritan 
mentality, he believed that this earthly existence was preparatory for the life to come.
90 Note, for example, Baxter’s statement of purpose in writing A Christian Directory: ‘ ... my intended 
method is, 1. To direct ungodly, carnal minds, how to attain to a state of grace. 2. To direct those that have 
saving grace, how to use it; both in the contemplative and active parts of their lives; in their duties of 
religion, both private and public; in their duties to men, both in their ecclesiastical, civil, and family 
relations. And, by the way, to direct those that have grace, how to discern it, and take the comfort of it; and 
to direct them how to grow in grace, and persevere to the end.’ See CD, PW 1,8. See also Kenneth L. Roth, 
"The Cure of Souls in the Thought of Richard Baxter (1615-1691): A Study in Historical and Practical 
Theology" (M.Th, Reformed Theological Seminary, 1995,2001), 95.
91 Baxter, RMPC, PW2, 900, cf. 39.
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‘Earth is but the place of our apprenticeship for heaven’, he wrote.92 Believers move 
through this world as ‘strangers’, ‘pilgrims’, and ‘travellers’, sitting light to the 
aspirations and allurements that mark the present time in the knowledge that ‘to dwell 
with God in glory’ was the great end for which they were made.93 Such a focus was no 
optional extra in the Christian life, but of its very essence. ‘We believe ... the absolute 
necessity of a holy and heavenly mind and life’ was his assertion.94 In fact, the Christian 
faith can be defined in these terms. In his somewhat pugnacious address to the ‘Hypocrite 
Readers’ at the beginning of The Reasons of the Christian Religion, Baxter stated, 
‘Christianity is such a believing in Christ, to bring us unto God and everlasting glory, as 
maketh the love of God the very nature of the soul, and thankful obedience its 
employment; and a heavenly mind and life to be its constitution and its trade; and the 
mercies of this life to be but our travelling helps and provisions for a better; and the 
interests of fleshly lust to be esteemed but as dross and dung. ’ 93 The challenge, therefore, 
was to live ‘not as at a great distance from eternity,’ and Baxter called this viewpoint 
‘heavenly mindedness’ .96
Heavenly mindedness, this perspective on earthly life that was consistently 
attentive to eternal spiritual realities, was of immense practical importance. To know and 
understand the nature of one’s everlasting destiny taught one how to live rightly in the 
present. ‘Such as a man’s principal end is,’ said Baxter, ‘such is the man, and such is the
92 Baxter, CD, P W l, 148, cf. 11,236. See also RBC, 184: ‘The Spirits workings, and our strongest 
endeavours must go together, and not be feigned inconsistent. Else God would not have commanded our 
endeavours. Holy actions are not the less the Spirits, because they are ours, but they cannot be from the 
Spirit but by us, nor by us but from the Spirit.’
93 Baxter, Directions and Persuasions to a Sound Conversion (London, 1658), PW 2,627; TC, PW2,432; 
CD, PWl ,467; TSD, PW 3,595,751; CWCC, PW3,487, 528; LF, PW 3,595,751; DT, PW3, 1008.
94 Richard Baxter, Reasons for Ministers Using the Greatest Plainness and Seriousness Possible in All 
Their Applications to Their People (London, 1676), PW4, 1047.
95 T o  the Hypocrite Readers’, Baxter, RCR, PW2,5.
96 Baxter, CCYM, PW4, 15.
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course of his life. ’ 97 Essentially, there are two modes of existence open to any person.
One can live either ‘pleasing ... the flesh on earth’ or ‘enjoying ... God in heaven. ’ 98 For 
Baxter, conversion was understood in terms of this bimodal existential dynamic; it was a 
crossing over from the former orientation to the latter.99 A change at this level of life’s 
ultimate purpose had flow-on effects, enabling one’s thoughts, words and deeds to be 
aligned with the will of God. 100 Furthermore, it shaped one’s perspective on life’s 
experiences. Everything was to be judged and appreciated in reference to the life to come. 
For Baxter, this teleological approach was obvious: ‘nothing is more plain, than that the 
means are to have all their esteem and use in order to the end.’ The happenings of this 
life, be they ‘prosperity or adversity, honour or dishonour,’ cannot be understood on their 
own terms. Rather, what makes something ‘good’ or ‘evil’ is its contribution to what 
awaits in the future, whether it ‘tendeth to the happiness of our endless life’ or ‘to our 
endless hurt’ . 101 This does not mean that this present life is to be treated with disregard. 
Baxter would have reprobated any suggestion of a kind of heavenly mindedness that did 
not issue in great earthly good. Rather, his belief was that a grasp of the end would 
inevitably shape the course of one’s present life and that the way one lived now was of 
great significance in the light of that end. He expressed the relationship in these terms: 
‘None can use earth well that prefer not heaven, and none come to heaven, at age, that are
97 Baxter, DPSC, PW 2,634. Cf. TC, PW 2,408: ‘all the work of Christianity lieth in intending right ends, 
and in using right means to obtain them’. See also LF, PW3, 587; CCYM, PW4, 18; DT, PW3, 1008.
98 Baxter, CD, PW 1,226.
99 Baxter, DPSC, PW2, 655. Cf. 626: ‘It is the very nature and business of true conversion, to turn men’s 
hearts from the flesh and from the world to God, and from an earthly and seeming happiness, to a heavenly, 
real, everlasting happiness.’
100 Ibid.
101 Baxter, CD, PW1, 11. Cf. DPSC, PW 2,616; LF, PW 3,587; CCYM, PW4, 15. See also Baxter’s letter to 
Robert Boyle, 14 June 1665 in Robert Boyle, The Correspondence of Robert Boyle Ed. Michael Hunter, 
Antonio Clericuzio and Lawrence Principe, 6 vols. (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2001), vol 2,474-5.
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not prepared by well using earth. ’ 102 Baxter’s view at this point was inherently theological 
and world affirming, rejecting both secular and world-denying approaches to life. 
Heavenly mindedness was of the esse of saving faith; it was not merely something good 
for those of faith to pursue. Where it, or its fruits in a person’s life, was entirely absent, 
there was little hope that saving faith was present either.
For Baxter, it is the work of the Spirit to bring about this heavenly state of mind, 
but the human will must cooperate in the process. The heart in its natural state is not 
drawn towards spiritual realities, and God must work if this is to change. 103 ‘Heavenliness 
is the Spirit’s special work,’ maintained Baxter, and ‘heaven is the sum and end of all the 
Spirit’s operations. ’ 104 Yet while the Spirit inclined the soul in this direction, the strength 
of Baxter’s voluntarism is evident in the stress he lays upon the effort required by the 
believer. As he put it, ‘He that giveth you his Spirit, to be a principle of heavenly life 
within you, expecteth that you stir up the gift that he hath given you, and live according 
to that heavenly principle. ’ 103 Thus there was no room for complacency in Christian 
living and the responsibilities laid upon believers loom large throughout Baxter’s 
writings. This feature of Baxter’s approach to the life of piety —his concern to emphasise 
the duties incumbent upon those who were the recipients of a divine work of grace —
102 Baxter, DT, PW 3,974. Baxter provides further explanation of the relationship in an analogy of a man on 
a journey: ‘A man that travelleth to the most desirable home, hath a habit of desire to it all the way, but his 
present business is his travel; and horse, and company, and inns, and ways, and weariness, &c. may take up 
more of his sensible thoughts, and of his talk, and action, than his home.’ Cf. RCR, PW3, 34. A similar 
sentiment is expressed by Baxter in a letter of advice to Abraham Pinchbecke: ‘Still looke to your ends, not 
only that they be right (the Glory of the redeemer the winning & saving of soules) but also your intention of 
that end by frequently & seriously acted, seeing that thereby it is that you must be animated to & in the 
meanes; & watch against the encroachme^r & mixture of any other ends.’ Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, 
No. 190 (Letters, iv. 68), 45.
103 Baxter, TC, PW 2,407.
104 Baxter, DT, PW 3,988; LF, PW3, 576; RCR, PW 2,87, 128.
105 Baxter, CD, PW 1,23.
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proved problematic to some of his readers, and this characteristic will be examined in 
further detail elsewhere in this study.
Baxter was not naive and was well aware of how difficult it could be to live with 
a heavenly mind when sense and sight hold such sway over the human frame. He shared 
the conviction of his contemporaries that the entrance of sin into the world had corrupted 
the functioning of the human faculties. The sensitive appetite had arrogated to itself a 
governing role that allowed what is seen to prevail over the unseen. Hence desires and 
affections become locked upon present and sensible things and diverted from heavenly 
concerns, which are by their very nature beyond the realm of the sensible. This 
assessment of the dominance of sensations for current human experience created 
problems for the possibility of Christian belief. The nature of living by faith is to 
transcend what is present and visible to focus upon what is absent and invisible, including 
God himself, the believer’s ultimate end. In fact, setting in motion this otherworldly 
perspective is the most important use of faith. But it can only be achieved when reason is 
restored its rightful place as the ruler of the senses.106 For Baxter, faith and reason are 
coordinate: ‘the constant use of a lively belief of the word of God and the things unseen 
of the other world, must be the first and principal means by which our reason must 
govern every sense.’107 Faith can ‘illuminate, elevate, and corroborate reason, and help it 
to maintain its authority and government.’108 Thus faith and reason work together in this 
warfare against the usurping tendencies of the flesh. And when this partnership
106 Ibid., PW1,301-3; LF, PW 3,586, 6 21 ,29 , 32; CF, PW4, 105; RCR, PW2, 107, 135; Baxter, The 
Unreasonableness of Infidelity (London, 1655), PW 2,296; TC, PW 2,403. Baxter’s understanding was in 
accord with the commonplace that it was the role of reason to rule the lower faculties, but that this order 
had been disrupted by the Fall. See Bamborough, Little World, 16-20,43-51.
107 Baxter, CD, PW 1,302.
108 Baxter, LF, PW 3,687.
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flourishes, the soul grasps the truth of heavenly and eternal realities and sees how 
reasonable these things are, which then shapes attitudes toward what is visible and 
temporal.109 As Baxter puts it, ‘Things present or possessed, are the riches of the sensual, 
and the bias of their hearts and lives: things absent, but hoped for, are the riches of 
believers, which actuate their chief endeavours.’110 Consequently those who choose the 
former path overturn what it means to be truly human: ‘In a word, if you live by sense 
and not by faith, on things present and not on things unseen, you go backward; you stand 
on your heads and turn your heels against heaven; you cause the beast to ride the man; 
and by turning all things upside down, will turn yourselves into confusion.’* 111 The very 
heart of God’s work of sanctification, however, is to loosen attachments to the earthly so 
that the things of eternal consequence hold pride of place. Paradoxically, for Baxter, it is 
only when people are detached from their overweening valuing of earthly goods that they 
are in a position to live in a truly human and flourishing way. They can live as free 
persons, and not as slaves.
Meditation as a means to heavenly mindedness
The foregoing discussion has underlined that, for Baxter, a heavenly mindset was an 
essential quality of saving faith. It was imperative, therefore, that it be cultivated and 
developed. Like other Puritans, Baxter maintained that the Spirit’s operations upon the 
human soul, first to renew it and then to nurture such a focus, were mediated by various 
means that reflected the intrinsic constitutional structure of human personhood. As Baxter
109 Baxter, CD, PW 1,218.
1,0 Baxter, LF, PW3,575. Cf. Preface to CWCC, PW3,483-4; ‘A Premonition’ to SER, PW3, 8.
111 Baxter, LF, PW3,586.
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was wont to say, ‘We are men before we are Christians.’112 For Baxter, God was the one 
who created the human faculties and set in place their various operations, and so it was to 
be expected that he would not bypass these functions in the work of sanctification. Thus, 
contra Quaker and other ‘Enthusiasts’ who held that the Spirit’s action on the soul was 
immediate and direct, Baxter highlighted the significance of preaching, prayer, public 
worship, the Sacraments, meditation, and the like, as the means by which the Spirit 
produced growth in grace.113 Those who were soundly converted would be ‘addicted’ to 
such means to ensure that their movement toward their heavenly destination never 
stagnated.114 One of these means was meditation.
Meditation, particularly heavenly meditation, was for Baxter of singular benefit in 
promoting a focus on the life to come. ‘Heavenly thoughts or Meditations, are much of 
the exercise of Heavenly mindedness,’ said Baxter.11^ The logic of Baxter’s position was 
straightforward and comprised three basic points: heaven could truly be known, heaven 
was known by means of faith, and meditation was an important means of evoking this 
knowledge by faith.
First, Baxter was certain that a real knowledge of heaven could be had. This 
confidence was implicit in the necessity that he saw lay upon the believer to be heavenly 
minded. ‘Can you make it the principal business of your lives to seek for a heaven whose
112 Baxter, CF, PW4, 147.
113 T he true zeal of the spirit doth need the fuel of all holy means, and the bellows of meditation, and 
prayer to kindle it: and all is too little to keep it up in the constancy that we desire’. See Baxter, CCD, 123. 
This understanding of the Spirit’s work is discussed in Nuttall, Holy Spirit; Peter Adam, "Word and Spirit: 
The Puritan-Quaker Debate," ed. St Antholin's Lectureship Charity Lecture (2001). For more on the place 
of ‘means’ in Puritan thought, see Gavin J. McGrath, "Grace and Duty in Puritan Spirituality," in Grove 
Spirituality Series (Bramcote, Nottingham: Grove Books 1991), 12, 18-20; Chan, "Puritan Meditative 
Tradition", 9-15. For Baxter’s comments on God working through means, see Baxter, CD, PW1,2 3 -4 ,4 5 , 
71,585; RMGS, PW4, 1046; UI, PW 2,328.
114 Baxter, DPSC, PW 2,632.
115 Richard Baxter, The Duty of Heavenly Meditation (London, 1671), 7.
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excellencies you know not of?’ asks Baxter. 116 The logic of his rhetoric indicates that this 
was not a seeking for something unknown, but for something already disclosed and so 
able to function as a guiding principle for life. ‘Think not ... that heaven is so far 
unconceivable,’ Baxter maintained. The Scriptures furnished adequate material for 
reflection on the nature of heaven. While acknowledging that any conceptions of heaven 
while in an earthly state were ‘lamentably imperfect’ and lack the intensity and perfection 
of what one-day will be experienced by ‘intuitive or immediate perception,’ Baxter held 
that it was nonetheless a real knowledge. 117 The rational basis for this epistemological 
claim was a significant concern for Baxter. True knowledge of the eternal home rested 
upon the Scriptural testimony, hence establishing the truthfulness of the Bible was of 
utmost importance. Baxter himself had been subject to doubts about the veracity of 
Scripture and therefore was well aware of the pastoral repercussions for those who 
struggled with this problem. 118 His sensitivity to this issue explains something of the logic 
of the structure of one of his key treatises concerned with meditation, The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest. The second part of this work is entitled ‘The proofs of the truth and 
certain futurity of our rest; and that the Scripture promising that rest to us, is the perfect 
infallible word and law of God.’ This section was not part of the treatise as first 
envisaged by Baxter. 119 But when he shifted from writing for his own benefit to 
producing a work profitable for others, he saw the value in including this evidential piece. 
As he stated, ‘the success of all the rest that I have written depends upon this; no man
116 Baxter, DPSC, PW2,586.
117 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1049-50.
118 Baxter, Reliquiae, 1. i, 21; I, 127.
119 Ibid., I, 108; SER, PW3,7. Cf. Keeble, Richard Baxter, 13-4.
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will love, desire, study, labour for that which he believeth not to be attainable.’ 120 He 
believed that no one would heed his exhortations to the practice of heavenly meditation 
unless they were soundly convinced of the accuracy of the biblical portrayal of the saints’ 
rest. Therefore his concern for the veracity of the Bible reflected a wider conviction—that 
this was the ground for the kind of knowledge of heaven that would enable this truth to 
function as a regulating principle for life.
Second, this knowledge is attained by faith. As noted above, in this world mortals 
are called to live by faith rather than by sense, which means, for Baxter, that senses are to 
serve and be limited by the sway of believing reason. Thus Baxter distinguished between 
actual sight and the sight of faith. 121 He recognised that if people were to experience the 
concrete sight of God and heaven it would immediately change the way they lived. Yet 
the preparatory nature of earthly existence, where sin exerts a corrupting influence even 
upon the regenerate, deems such experience not only impossible, but also not helpful. It 
would not further the improvement in life that God is seeking, improvement that arises 
from faith being exercised. 122 Moreover, for the time being, when it comes to spiritual 
matters, faith grants a more accurate perception than the physical senses. ‘Consult not 
with blind and partial sense,’ he urged the nobility and gentry of the nation, ‘but put on 
awhile the spectacles of faith; go into the sanctuary and see the end. ’ 123 Faith makes the 
invisible present and affecting for the believer: ‘the nature and use of faith is to be as it 
were instead of presence, possession, and sight; or to make the things that will be, as if
120 Baxter, SER, PW 3,86. Cf. his comment in the Premonition to the whole work, 7: ‘Who will set his heart 
on the goodness of a thing that is not certain of the truth?’
121 Baxter, DPSC, PW 2,660.
122 Baxter, LF, PW 3,577-80. Cf. TC, PW 2,438. Note also his comment in RCR, PW2, 131: ‘spiritual 
vision and fruition is our state in patria; our end and perfection, and not fit for the state of trial and 
travellers in the way.’
123 Preface to Baxter, CWCC, PW 3,482.
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they were already in existence; and the things unseen which God revealeth, as if our 
bodily eyes beheld them.’124 Thus Baxter held that it was of immense spiritual benefit for 
invisible spiritual realities to be apprehended with the same intensity that the physical 
senses grasp hold of earthly objects. Consequently the necessity of faith for knowledge of 
heaven is evident.
Meditation’s importance comes in at this point. If knowledge of heaven is both 
possible and essential, and is gained only by means of faith, then any means that 
encourages this faith-driven knowledge is of great benefit. Baxter saw meditation as a 
very helpful means for eliciting this knowledge by faith. Baxter was clear about the 
relationship between the two: ‘faith hath wings, and meditation is its chariot; its office is 
to make absent things present.’126 On this view, meditation concentrated the thoughts on 
the truths about God and heaven that are revealed in Scripture and nature. However, the 
process did not terminate on a merely cognitive awareness, for the activity of meditation 
aroused the affections and these stirred the soul to be resolute in its pursuit of godly 
living. Thus the foretastes of the heavenly experience gained through meditation increase 
the desire for the consummation and deepen the believer’s love for God. All this 
promotes the sort of heavenly mindedness that is so important to Baxter.126 Moreover, as 
these intellectual, affectual, and behavioural changes are evoked, the self is being re­
fashioned in line with both the expectations of the Puritan social milieu and what these 
believers perceived was in accord with divine desire. Thus meditation is valuable because 
it is the vehicle by which faith grants access to the knowledge of heaven, which is of such
124 Baxter, LF, PW3,575.
125 Baxter, S£/?,PW3, 271.
126 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1058. Cf. RCR, PW2,43; ‘The Epistle Dedicatory’, UI, PW2, 235-6.
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necessity for the formation of authentic Christian identity and the promotion of faithful 
Christian living.
In light of this theological framework, Baxter’s enthusiastic advocacy for the 
contemplation of heavenly realities becomes explicable. It shaped his personal 
relationships with others. He would pray that God might acquaint his dear friends at 
Shrewsbury ‘with the daily serious exercise of this most precious, spiritual, soul-exalting 
work of heavenly meditation, and that when the Lord shall come, he may find them so 
doing.’127 It was the goal behind several of his writings. Baxter declared in The Life of 
Faith that his purpose in writing was ‘attempting to draw a map of heaven, for the 
consolation of myself and fellow-believers.’128 Meditation, he said elsewhere, is designed 
to facilitate the goal of making life on earth to be a ‘conversation in heaven’.129 Such 
statements demonstrate Baxter’s commitment to meditation as a soul-enriching practice 
for the Christian believer.
Yet this commitment rested on other compelling foundations as well. Along with 
this formalised conceptual framework that placed meditation right at the heart of 
Christian faith and doctrine, his personal experience was irrefutable testimony to the 
benefit that could be had from participating in this activity. It had not always been this 
way. In his early Christian life, Baxter tended to baulk at an emphasis upon the heavenly, 
preferring to reflect upon the doctrine of regeneration and to search his own heart for the 
marks of sincere faith. Time had taught him otherwise, and his autobiography bears
127 Dedication to Part IV, Baxter, SER, PW3, 248.
128 Baxter, LF, PW3,759.
129 Baxter, CD, PW1, 153.
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witness to how important this theme became in his life and thinking.130 According to 
Baxter, meditation promotes heavenly mindedness, an activity of supreme importance in 
the life of the godly. Meditation enables the believer to grasp a sure knowledge of 
spiritual realities that are beyond the reach of the data accessible to the senses, and in so 
doing, to have those heavenly truths impact the soul in a lively and transforming manner. 
As this occurs, the character of the meditant is fashioned to reflect the spiritual self that 
accords with Puritan sensibilities.
The connection between meditation and Baxter’s desire for further reformation
Because meditation facilitates the process of sanctification, the logic of Baxter’s thought 
insists that this religious exercise must be understood as a means toward the national 
reformation that he so desired to see take place. As noted above, Baxter believed that 
personal sanctification was an essential factor in bringing reform to the nation. 
Furthermore, meditation was vital in the sanctification process. Of particular interest is 
the fact that The Saints’ Everlasting Rest was forged in the context of the chaos of Civil 
War, a time when the need for inner spiritual transformation was at the forefront of 
Baxter’s mind. His earnest longings for the future of England—that there might be 
widespread repentance and a renewal in the direction of godliness—are transparent
130 Baxter, Reliquiae, I, 129: ‘ ... but now I had rather read, hear or meditate, on God and heaven, than on 
any other Subject: for 1 perceive that it is the Object that altereth and elevateth the Mind, which will be 
such as that is, which is most frequently feedeth on: And that it is not only useful to our comfort, to be 
much in Heaven in our believing thoughts; but that it must animate all our other Duties, and fortifie us 
against every Temptation and Sim, and that the Love of the end is it that is the poise or spring, which setteth 
every wheel a going, and must put us on to all the means', And that a Man is no more Christian indeed than 
he is Heavenly.'
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throughout this work.131 To read this treatise in this historical context is to recognise that 
Baxter has introduced a new feature into the English meditative tradition. This is not 
simply general advice on how a particular discipline can aid spiritual development; 
rather, the practice of meditation in this work is a key tactic to counter the supremely 
dangerous spiritual lethargy that he perceived was being promoted by antinomianism.132 
The times were such that meditation was demanded, even if it was a difficult and time- 
consuming practice. The future health of the nation depended upon the health of 
individual souls, and Baxter, from personal experience, knew of the nourishment that 
meditation provided.
Similar connections between meditation and further reformation surface at 
various points in his other writings. ‘Without self-denial there will never be true 
reformation or unity,’ said Baxter. He was clear about the means to acquiring qualities 
such as self-denial: ‘The greatest help to self-denial is, to retire from the creature into 
God, and live in the love of him, and employ the soul continually upon him,’ in other 
words, to meditate.133 A similar outlook is found in Catholic Unity, a treatise written 
during the time of uncertainty following the death of Oliver Cromwell (1658), before the 
restoration of the Monarchy (1660). Baxter wrote this piece to individuals who expressed 
a preparedness to work towards the mending of church divisions. In it he argued that 
those who are actively engaged in holy duties have no time or interest in quarrelling, and
131 See, for example, Baxter, SER, PW3, 155,219-20, 236, 244.
132 See John R. Knott, Sword, 75; Cooper, Fear and Polemic, 126; Frederick J. Povvicke, "Story and 
Significance of the Rev. Richard Baxter's "Saints' Everlasting Rest"," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 
5 (1920), 457. It is of interest that some of the positive correspondence regarding The Saints’ Everlasting 
Rest received by Baxter draws attention to this very point—that the book had actually brought real change 
to the spiritual state of communities. See, for example, Baxter, "Letters," ii. 15, iv. 181, iv. 78. For these 
letters, see also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 44, 58; No. 103,88; No. 105, 89. This correspondence 
is discussed in detail in chapter 4.
133 Baxter, TSD, PW 3,473-4.
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proposed that reflection upon the everlasting union in heaven of all true believers is a 
great incentive for the healing of dissension in this present life.134 In a letter written 
before Catholic Unity to the minister Peter Ince, Baxter declared, ‘Deare brother, bottom 
uppon Christ & the great fundamental^ unite in those with men of holiness & 
righteousnes. Prosecute that union affectionately & unweariedly & keep your eye uppon 
that glory where we shalbe one. ’ 135 Implicit in this conviction was a diagnosis that it was 
the absence of such meditation that lay behind the behaviours that were causing national 
turmoil. In his preface to Dying Thoughts, Baxter wished that ‘those that are now 
studying to destroy each other, and tear in pieces a distressed land,’ might join him in his 
preoccupation ‘in serious, preparing thoughts of death,’ which, as the treatise itself goes 
on to describe, is essentially a focus on the wonders of the life to come.136 Hence, Baxter 
held that the best way to ensure the nation functioned in such a way as to enable human 
life to flourish was to pursue the fruits that meditation provided the Christian believer. In 
A Christian Directory, Baxter spoke of the heavenly-mindedness and humility that 
Christianity begets as being ‘the greatest preservers of government, and of order, peace, 
and quietness in the world.’ 137 The point can be overstated, and it would be wrong to 
claim that, for Baxter, meditation was the panacea to every woe within church and state. 
Yet the benefits of this activity extended beyond mere personal and private advantage. 
For Baxter meditation was a vital weapon within his arsenal of spiritual exercises that he
134 Baxter, CU, PW4, 681-2.
135 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 148, 18. This letter is dated 21 November 1653. See also N. H. 
Keeble, '"Loving & Free Converse': Richard Baxter in His Letters," (London: Dr. Williams's Trust, 1991), 
17.
136 The Preface to the Reader,’ Baxter, DT, PW 3,973.
137 Baxter, CD, PW 1,765.
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hoped under the hand of God would result in national and church reformation and 
wellbeing.
Baxter’s explicit descriptions of motives for the practice of meditation
The references above indicate that sometimes an explicit rationale for meditating can be 
found within Baxter’s writings. At times he will even include a list of motivations to help 
persuade the reader of the usefulness of this practice. This is significant. These direct 
references are designed to serve a particular purpose, and often that purpose is to 
convince the reader that this duty ought to be part of their spiritual repertoire. To consider 
these overt references alone, however, without acknowledging the broader social, 
ecclesiological, pastoral and theological dimensions explained above, would elicit a 
truncated understanding of why Baxter was such a staunch advocate of meditation. In 
fact, as these motivations are considered in some detail it will become apparent that 
overall they are an elaboration of how the work of sanctification in a believer’s life 
appears in concrete form, and so should be seen as complementary to the foregoing 
discussion.
A helpful window into these descriptions of motives for meditation within 
Baxter’s works is his clearest statement of such —a chapter entitled ‘Motives to a 
Heavenly Life’ in Part IV of The Saints' Everlasting Rest. The early portions of this 
chapter indicate that the term ‘heavenly life’ has a specific meaning—it is synonymous 
with heavenly meditation, which for Baxter was the most excellent topic for
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contemplation.138 This introduction also makes clear how Baxter’s primary purpose in 
setting forth these motives is to persuade.139 Twelve motives are enumerated for the 
reader to reflect upon. These motives will be considered in turn, and, as well as 
considering the content found in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, the discussion will also 
engage with others of Baxter’s works that elucidate similar principles. While the topic of 
heavenly meditation is specifically on view in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, it will be 
apparent that many of these motives are transferable to meditation upon other topics that 
Baxter touches on.
(1) Meditation bolsters assurance
To know whether or not one was really saved was a question of no small concern to 
Baxter’s readers. As he himself comments, ‘You are oft asking, How shall I know that I 
am truly sanctified?’140 Baxter appreciated that no matter what he or another person might 
say to one with a doubting conscience, ultimately such words have limited impact. Such a 
person requires a more infallible sign, ‘from the mouth of Jesus Christ himself,’ to feel 
settled and secure. Baxter affirms that it is by looking at the heart that one can be 
convinced of his or her sincerity. While external actions might be more observable, they 
do not provide evidence as sure as that rendered by the heart. Irrespective of gifts, 
knowledge and abilities, it is a certain sign of saving grace upon the soul. Hence Baxter
l3s Baxter, SER, P W 3,298: ‘I would not have you cast off your other meditations, but, surely, as heaven 
hath the pre-eminence in perfection, so should it have the pre-eminence in your meditations.’ Baxter also 
suggested that ‘If ever a Christian be like himself, and answerable to his principles and profession, it is 
when he is most serious and lively in this duty.’ See SER, PW3, 347.
134 Baxter, SER, P W 3,263-5: ‘We come now ... to press you to the great duty. ... this, this is that I would 
fain persuade your souls to practise. ... I will here lay down some moving considerations, which ... I doubt 
not but they will prove effectual with your hearts, and make you resolve upon this excellent duty.’
140 Ibid., PW 3,265. On doubt within sixteenth and seventeenth-century English religious life, see Bozeman, 
Precisianist Strain, chap. 8; Como, Blown by the Spirit, 120-3.
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pressed his readers, ‘labour to get your hearts above.’ It is meditation that can achieve 
this end, and once the affections have been raised there, Baxter was convinced that ‘sin 
and Satan ... will never be able to keep away your persons. ’ 141
Elsewhere in his writings, Baxter elaborated on the benefit that meditation can 
bring to those struggling with such qualms. For him, doubt and authentic faith are not 
mutually exclusive in Christian experience. A weak faith will be unable to silence all 
doubts and fears, yet the genuineness of faith depends upon whether the trust in God is 
sincere, not upon whether it is perfect.142 Furthermore, doubts could also be prompted by 
misunderstandings about the nature of God’s promises. Thus many will struggle to sense 
God’s peace and love, even when truly justified. 143 But meditation could help remedy this 
situation. Baxter was convinced that truth must reach the heart and be loved if 
temptations to unbelief were to be extinguished.144 Meditation does this, shifting 
knowledge from mere apprehension to something that is transforming of the heart and 
life. To do this required serious effort,14^ but the exertion was worthwhile. To often dwell 
upon God and heaven made one familiar with these realities, which in turn strengthened 
faith. ‘Distance and strangeness cherish thy doubts;’ said Baxter, ‘acquaint thyself with
141 Baxter, SER, PW3, 265-6.
142 Baxter, LF, PW 3,654: ‘The question is not, whether you trust him perfectly, so as to have no fears, no 
troubles, no doubts; but whether you trust him sincerely.’
143 Ibid., PW 3,653-4, 656, 667, 680; Baxter, Short Meditations on Romans V. 1-5 (1683), PW3, 1063. 
Baxter believed that ‘the papists, the antinomians, and the ignorant vulgar’ undermined the doctrine of 
assurance —the papists and ignorant by claiming that certainty of one’s salvation cannot be attained, and 
the antinomians by asserting that assurance is only wrought via the testimony of the Spirit. See Baxter, 
SER, PW3, 173.
144 Baxter, CD, PW1, 170.
145 Baxter, LF, PW 3,620: ‘Be not too seldom in solitary meditation ... How should things unseen be 
apprehended so as to affect our hearts, without any serious exercise of our thoughts?’
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him, and be at peace. ’ 146 No wonder, then, that Baxter suggested ‘that none have greater 
need’ of heavenly meditation than ‘unassured doubting persons. ’ 147
Baxter often spoke of his own struggles in this area, so it is not surprising that this 
is the first motive that he latched upon. And it was here that one of the deeper 
motivations that underlay his stress on meditation came into play, that is, his strong 
existential engagement with the subject. In The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Baxter revealed 
that he spent seven years in ‘doubting and perplexity of spirit’ .148 He elaborated on these 
struggles in his autobiography, explaining why he was uncertain of the sincerity of his 
faith: Where were the marks of the Spirit’s work that other Divines spoke of? Why could 
he not indicate the time of his conversion? Why was he so hard-hearted? Why was he 
not more grief-stricken at his spiritual state? How could he still knowingly sin? 149 This 
personal experience convinced Baxter that self-examination was a required skill in 
Christian living. He believed that people needed to be able to accurately assess their 
spiritual state if they were ever, on the one hand, to find peace of conscience or, on the 
other, avoid the perilous trap of believing their soul to be secure when this was not, in 
fact, the case.150 Baxter himself found a way through this predicament. Yet no sooner had 
he resolved these matters, than he found that other problems surfaced. He began to 
question some fundamental Christian doctrines: the truth of the Scriptures, and the
146 Ibid., PW 3,619; DT, PW3, 1039. Cf. Dl, PW 3,840: ‘Our doubts are cherished by our darkness, and that 
is much caused by our distance: the nearer the soul doth approach to God, the more distinctly it heareth the 
voice of mercy, the sweet reconciling invitations of love; and the more clearly it discerneth that goodness 
and amiableness in God, which maketh it easier to us to believe that he loveth us, or is ready to embrace us; 
and banisheth all those false and horrid apprehensions of him, which before were our discouragement, and 
made him seem to us more terrible than amiable.’
147 Baxter, DHM, 24. Baxter places the unconverted in the same category. The benefits of meditation for 
them will be examined later in this chapter.
148 Baxter, S£/?,PW 3, 189.
149 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. 2, 5-7. Cf. I. 127-8.
150 Baxter, SER, PW3, 189. The motives for self-examination are considered in detail later in this chapter.
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certainty of the life to come and the immortality of the soul. He realised that his approach 
to the Christian life had been misguided: he had dwelt too much upon the application of 
the faith to the neglect of the foundation. Hence he devoted himself to ascertaining the 
rational grounds for his convictions, and in so doing found a means to keep this new 
difficulty in check. 151 As already mentioned, this emphasis upon the rational foundation 
of faith is central to Baxter’s thought, including his views on meditation. His stress on the 
affectionate, practical nature of Christian knowledge never overturns its rational basis and 
the need for solid intellectual underpinning. 152 In sum, Baxter’s approach to the problem 
of assurance of salvation was a subtle blend of both objective and subjective elements.
But did meditation help Baxter deal with his own doubts? While he demurred 
from drawing a direct link between his meditations and the resolutions of his doubts, the 
connection was implied. It was both his outward behaviour and inward desires that 
assured him that his faith was in earnest, as he bore the fruit of a heavenly life. 153 As 
noted above, Baxter believed that it was meditation that promoted such a heavenly mind 
and life. ‘As the Love of God, and the seeking of Everlasting Life is the Matter of my 
Practice and my Interest,’ he said, ‘so must it be my Meditation.’ 154 He knew that even a 
glimpse of heaven would build up the soul and ‘banish doubts and troubles.’ 155 This is
151 Baxter, Reliquiae, 1.21-4. Cf. RCR, PW2, 1 ,79, 163, 192; Povvicke, Life, 53-5.
152 Note his comment in Baxter, RCR, PW2, 162: ‘the doctrine of Christianity is scientia affectiva practical 
a doctrine for head, heart, and life.’
153 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. 134: ‘... one of the most ready, constant, undoubted Evidences of my Uprightness 
and Interest in his Covenant, is the Consciousness of my living as devoted to him: And I easier believe the 
Pardon of my Failings through my Redeemer, while I know that I serve no other Master, and that I know no 
other End, or Trade, or Business; but that I am imployed in his Work, and make it the Business of my Life, 
and live to him in the World, notwithstanding my Infirmities: And this Bent and Business of my Life, with 
my longing Desires after Perfection, in the Knowledge and Belief and Love of God, and in a Holy and 
Heavenly Mind and Life, are the two standing, constant, discernable Evidences, which most put me out of 
doubt of my Sincerity.’
154 Ibid., I. 127.
155 Ibid.; DT, PW3, 1056.
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what he longed for, and one of his greatest frustrations with his earthly existence was that
he could not attain to a greater sensory awareness of celestial glories, despite the fervency
of his own meditations upon the life to come. ‘To get satisfying Apprehensions of the
other World is the great and grievous Difficulty,’ he lamented.156 Baxter had a theological
rationale for why such experiences were kept for him. It was a function of the times in
which he lived—the eschatological reality that this was the period of faith.157 Even so, he
sensed that perhaps others did have some experience of such a heavenly touch and he
envied them for it. Preaching at his funeral sermon, Matthew Sylvester observed:
He wondred to hear others speak of their so sensibly Passionately strong Desires to Die, and of 
their transports of Spirit when sensible of their approaching Death: when as he himself thought he 
knew as much as they; and had as rational satisfaction as they could have, that his Soul was safe; 
and yet could never feel their Sensible Consolations.158
Perhaps Baxter was not too perturbed by this deficiency, knowing that the strength of his
longings for more would continue to propel him forward on the pathway to the life to
come. For him, and he believed this would also be true for other believers, meditation
was a means to allay the challenges that undermined confidence in God’s promises while
living the earthly existence.
(2) Meditation ennobles human nature
Baxter believed that nothing more elevates a person’s disposition than meditation. As he 
stated, ‘A heart in heaven is the highest excellency of your spirits here.’ He presented a 
series of comparisons to make this point. Just as humans differ from beasts, so too do 
believers (‘the noble’) and unbelievers (‘the base’). A further distinction can be drawn
156 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. 134.
157 Cf. Baxter, A Sermon Preached at the Funeral of That Faithful Minister of Christ, Mr. John Corbet 
(London, 1681), PW4, 1003.
158 Matthew Sylvester, Elisha's Cry after Elijah's God (London, 1696), 15. Cited from Nuttall, Holy Spirit, 
137.
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amongst the noble, some being ‘more excellent ... and this lies especially in a higher and 
more heavenly frame of spirit.’ And he presses the point even further, for when the 
heavenly Christian ‘is nearest heaven he excelleth himself.’ When such a believer returns 
from journeying ‘to heaven by faith,’ his life is transformed. Baxter elegised on the 
wondrous sayings and discourse that proceed from the lips of one who has had this 
experience, and suggested that it moves others to say, ‘No man could speak such words 
as these, except he had been with God. ’ 159
This ennobling occurs because humanity in its very nature is suited for such 
relationship with God. ‘The faculties and frame of the soul and body’ were made ‘to walk 
with God in a holy and heavenly conversation. ’ 160 Baxter maintained that everything has 
an inherent bent toward its perfection, and ‘nothing more tendeth to the holy 
advancement and perfection of the soul’ than this form of contemplation. 161 To focus 
upon ‘brutish objects’ and ‘sordid things of earth’ is to debase the faculties, whereas 
employing them on ‘God and everlasting glory’ will raise them to fit with the Creator’s 
intentions. 162 Baxter spoke of how the Spirit works upon the soul through meditation 
upon heaven, gradually shaping the believer in further conformity to the image of God, 163 
and with such evidence of divine work, Baxter commended the worthiness of the 
practitioner of heavenly meditation.164 For Baxter, therefore, meditation was a discipline 
that helped human beings become what they were made to be.
159 Baxter, SER,PW3, 266.
160 Baxter, DL, PW3, 835, cf. 39.
161 Ibid., PW 3,837; CD, PW1, 161. Cf. SPFJC, PW4, 1003.
162 Baxter, A Sermon of Repentance (London, 1660), PW 4,886.
163 Baxter, DL, PW3, 840: ‘in the beholding of this celestial glory, some beams do penetrate his breast, and 
so irradiate his longing soul, that he is changed thereby into the same image, from glory to glory; the Spirit 
of glory and of God doth rest upon him.’
164 Baxter, SER, PW 3,266: ‘What shall we then judge of him that daily travels as far as heaven, and there 
hath seen the King of kings? that hath frequent admittance into the Divine presence, and feasteth his soul
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(3) Meditation brings joy
Contrary to popular stereotypes, the Puritans were not opposed to the enjoyment of life, 
and Baxter was no exception.163 He argued that Christians who thought that pleasure was 
against the will of God were mistaken. Believers are commanded to rejoice; it is an 
activity fitted to human nature. He believed that all the other passions with which human 
nature is endowed were subservient to delight, ‘the most powerful, commanding 
affection’.166 It was an emotion, therefore, that could play a significant role in motivating 
human behaviour. The difficulty, however, was that most people sought pleasure in the 
wrong place, terminating their desires at the level of the creatures. They needed to realise 
that their nature was made for more, that ‘the employment of the soul on God is its 
‘health and pleasure.’167 There was a place for enjoyment of earthly things, but not in a 
way that feeds fleshly appetites.168
Meditation upon heaven lifts the heart to these higher matters where true bliss can 
be found. This is the theme he elaborates in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. ‘A heavenly 
mind is a joyful mind;’ wrote Baxter, ‘this is the nearest and truest way to live a life of 
comfort.’ He draws analogies from the workings of the sun and the seasons to make the 
point that God is the source of life and nourishment that stirs up joy.169
upon the tree of life? For my part, I value this man before the ablest, the richest, the most learned in the 
world.’
165 On the Puritans and joy, see Williams, "Puritanism."; Williams, "Puritan Quest".
166 Baxter, CD, PW 1, 139.
167 Baxter, DL, PW3, 827, cf. 28-9, 36. See also CD, PW1, 142: ‘God calieth you not to forsake delight, but 
to accept it; to change for delight in sin and vanity, for delight in him.’
168 Cf. Baxter, LF, PW3,719: ‘Neglect not the manly and the sacred delights which God alloweth. I mean, 
the pleasures of honest labours, and of your calling, and of reading and knowledge, of meditation and 
prayer, and of a well-ordered soul and life, and of the certain hopes of endless glory. Live upon these, and 
you will easily spare the fleshly pleasures of a swine.’ Cf. RCR, PW 2,90: ‘The Christian religion forbiddeth 
men no bodily pleasure, but that which hindereth their greater pleasure.’
169 Baxter, SER, PW3, 266. Cf. LF, PW 3,733.
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Once more, the rational dimension is central to his discussion. The joy of which 
he spoke is a ‘grounded, rational joy’. In keeping with his psychological understanding, 
matters must be considered in the intellect before they arouse delight in the ‘heart and 
affection’. Occasionally God might do a work of extraordinary joy in a soul, but to expect 
and anticipate these experiences is unhelpful. Such joys are normally short-lived; it is far 
better to seek for those that are ‘more settled and constant’, that reflect the character of 
God himself. Thus God’s normal way is to raise affections via the means of 
‘understanding and considering’. Therefore Baxter urged believers to focus their minds 
on ‘delightful objects’, that is, to reflect on God’s promises concerning being with him, 
sharing in his rest, and receiving the crown of glory—this is the way to joy and comfort. 
In all this Baxter maintained his usual position regarding the collaborative role of divine 
and human wills. It is a ‘desperate mistake’ to set the workings of God’s Spirit in 
opposition to the workings of the human spirit: ‘they are conjunct causes, co-operating to 
the producing of one and the same effect.’ Human effort is required,170 yet Baxter also 
knew that this work of meditation would be in vain if done in human strength alone, and 
it must always be conducted in dependence upon God and with the assistance of the 
Spirit.171 For Baxter, therefore, the joy that was a fruit of meditation was an interworking 
of rational and affective elements. Furthermore, he maintained that believers neither have 
absolute power nor are helpless victims in regard to this affective state, but have a 
chartered freedom and responsibility to make it a reality in their experience.
Baxter has again presented a strong motivation to meditate upon the rest to come. 
He believed that it is there that all human longings and desires will one day find their
170 Baxter, SER, 267: ‘God feedeth not saints as birds do their young, bringing it to them, and putting it into 
their mouths, while they lie still in the nest, and only gape to receive it.’
171 Ibid., PW 3,267-8 for the references in this paragraph.
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fruition. He considered that the fixing of the mind upon the most joyful things would 
elicit the reciprocal response of the experience of the most joyful life . 172
(4) Meditation mortifies sin
'A  heart in heaven’ , claimed Baxter, ‘ will be a most excellent preservative against 
temptations, a powerful means to kill thy corruptions, and to save thy conscience from 
the wounds of sin.’ God can keep believers from falling into sin whether or not they are 
vigilant to the devil’s wiles. But Baxter yet again accentuates the benefits that flow when 
the Christian is active in the spiritual battle through the practice of meditation — it makes 
the believer less likely to engage in morally wrong practices. 173
Baxter listed four reasons why the mind set upon heaven keeps temptations in 
check: it keeps the heart occupied; it draws one into a deep appreciation of the most 
significant spiritual realities; it sets the affections upon the most worthy objects; and, 
because heaven is the place of God’s blessing and protection, the mind set upon it will 
find an extra measure of divine strength to face sin’s enticements. 174 The stress upon the 
affections within these reasons is worthy of further comment. For Baxter, the affections 
serve a vital psychological function. The understanding may apprehend the truth, but 
unless this knowledge sinks into the affections its benefit is limited. ‘ He that loves most’ , 
claimed Baxter, ‘ and not only he that knows most, will easiliest resist the motions of 
sin. ’ 175 Thus the fortitude of the Christian depends upon the correct functioning of the 
will, not simply a well-informed intellect. At this point, therefore, Baxter’ s understanding
172 Baxter, A Sermon Preached at the Funeral o f That Holy, Painful, and Fruitful Minister o f Christ, Mr. 
Henry Stubbs, PW4, 974. Cf. RCR, PW2,43, 90.
173 Baxter, S£/?,PW 3,268.
174 Ibid., PW 3,268-70. On point three, cf. CD, PW1, 170.
175 Baxter, S£/?,PW 3,269.
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is in keeping with the Augustinian and Scotist emphasis that characterises English 
practical divinity.
The relationship between a strong awareness of the life to come and the effective 
management of temptation is touched upon in some of Baxter’s other works. At times 
this is no more than a statement that the sight of paradise or seeing the Lord in glory 
would be a great help in mortifying sin. 176 Elsewhere he said more. In A Treatise of 
Death, he lamented the impact that distance from God and heaven has upon the soul. 177 In 
The Reasons of the Christian Religion, he suggested that the allurements of the pleasures 
of sin are counterpoised and found wanting by an appreciation of the joys of heaven and 
the punishments of hell. 178 But such an appreciation is only gained by faith, and if faith is 
absent, the devil will easily prevail and the soul will opt for the more sensual delight. 179 
Hence the profit of meditation within Baxter’s schema is that it permits the believer by 
faith to perceive the heavenly life with a clarity that enables sin to be resisted more 
easily.
Baxter’s ardour to promote holiness of life meant that withstanding temptation 
was a matter of great significance to him. He believed that meditation upon heaven was a 
particularly potent means of addressing this problem, 180 hence the passionate rhetoric 
addressed to his readers as he sought to convince them to employ this means to counter 
sin in their lives. 181
176 E.g., Baxter, SPFJC, PW4, 1003; DL, PW 3,845.
177 Baxter, A Treatise of Death (London, 1660), PW 4,838: ‘what a death is it to our hearts that so many 
odious temptations should have such free access, such ready entertainment, such small resistance, and so 
great success’.
178 Baxter, RCR, PW 2,91, cf. 92.
179 Baxter, LF, PW 3,687,702.
180 As well as Baxter, SER, PW 3,268-70, see LF, PW 3,591; DHM, 27-9.
181 Baxter, SER, PW 3,270: ‘So that now, upon all this, let me entreat thee, Christian reader, if thou be a man 
that is haunted with temptation, (as doubtless thou art, if thou be a man,) if thou perceive thy danger, and
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(5) Meditation enlivens the Christian walk
Baxter contended that the graces and duties of Christian living were enhanced by 
heavenly meditation. In affirming this, he reiterated some of the arguments already 
reflected on: how a clear apprehension of the end quickens the means, and how the 
believer who has journeyed by faith to heaven has been elevated in stature and is not like 
other Christians. But Baxter pressed further, and explained something of the mechanism 
by which dwelling upon the eternal rest brings about change. His key claim is a point that 
was considered earlier, that is, that the matters that gain the attention of the soul will 
shape it: ‘As the body is apt to be changed into the temper of the air it breathes in, and the 
food it lives on, so will your spirits receive an alteration according to the objects which 
they are exercised about.’182 Meditation upon heavenly realities provided just such a 
focus, which is why it could be of such benefit. Thus believers should hasten to the task 
of diligent meditation if they perceive any deficiency in their experience of Christian 
living, especially if the deficit pertained to their love for God.183
Baxter believed that the most significant dimension of Christian experience is a 
deeply felt reciprocal love between Christ and the believer. He was in full agreement with 
that strand of Christian thinking that held that love is in some way of the essence of the 
nature of God. Accordingly, he also held that love is fundamental to the nature of souls
wouldst fain escape it, O use much this powerful remedy: keep close with God by a heavenly mind; learn 
this art of diversion; and when the temptation comes, go straight to heaven, and turn they thoughts to higher 
things; thou shalt find this a surer help than any other resisting whatsoever.’ Cf. LF, PW 3,687,702.
182 Baxter, SER, PW3, 270-1. Cf. DL, PW 3,845: ‘Frequent and serious converse with [God], doth most 
deeply imprint his communicable attributes on the heart, and make there the clearest impression of his 
image.’
183 Baxter, SER, PW3, 271: ‘... if thou lie complaining of deadness and dulness, that thou canst not love 
Christ, nor rejoice in his love; that thou hast no life in prayer, nor any other duty; and yet never triedst this 
quickening course, or at least art careless and unconstant in it; why, thou art the cause of thy own 
complaints; thou deniest thyself that life which thou talkest o f . ... If thou wouldst have more of that grace 
that flows from Christ, why art thou no more with Christ for it? Thy strength is in heaven, and thy life in 
heaven, and there thou must daily fetch it if thou wilt have it.’
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that are made in God’s image. ‘And if love be so far essential to it,’ says Baxter, ‘the
perfection of love is the soul’s perfection, and the exercises of love are the chief
operations of it. ’ 1S4 When God is loved, believers fulfil their highest duty, find true
felicity and engage in the most noble of acts, the true end for which their souls were
made. 185 Thus love is what the Christian religion is all about. 186 As already noted, Baxter
never denigrated the place of reason and knowledge for those who seek to follow Christ
faithfully. Yet for him, ‘true knowledge is but to bring us up to the love of God. ’ 187 Even
faith should be understood in similar terms: ‘the greatest use of faith in Christ is to
subserve and kindle our love to God.’ 188 Love, therefore, is the great mark of the heavenly
life that ought to characterise every believer. 189
This means that when Baxter speaks of meditation’s ability to enliven Christian
graces and virtues, it is love that he has chiefly in mind. Moreover, he believed that
meditation upon heaven would promote love in the life of the believer. 190 The logic of his
position follows from his claim that what occupies the mind affects the soul. Baxter
maintained that the very nature and character of heaven is love. 191 Therefore to dwell
upon heaven, the source and fullness of love, would engender that same love:
It is the contemplation, belief, and hope of the glorious state of love hereafter, that must make us 
like it, and kindle it in us here. ... a holy love, like that in heaven, must be studiously fetched from 
heaven, and kindled by foresight of what is there, and what we shall be there for ever.192
184 Baxter, The True and Only Way of Concord of All the Christian Churches, PW 4,712-3. Cf. DT, PW3, 
1036.
185 Baxter, RCR, PW2, 35,42-3; LF, PW3, 605; SM, PW3, 1065.
186 Baxter, CD, PW1, 142. Cf. RCR, PW 2,89, 102.
187 Baxter, TKLC, PW4, 555,612-7. This whole work is an extended discussion of this theme. Cf. LF, PW3, 
620.
188 Baxter, LF, PW 3,685, cf. 20,71; RCR, PW2, 148; Baxter, More Reasons for the Christian Religion 
(London, 1672), PW2, 224.
189 Baxter, TD, PW4, 828; TKLC, PW 4,638.
190 ‘A Premonition’ in Baxter, SER, PW 3,9.
191 Baxter, LF, PW 3,685: ‘Heaven itself ... is but our perfect love to God maintained by perfect vision of 
him, with the perfect reception of his love for us.’ Cf. DT, PW 3,973.
192 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1020. Cf. SER, PW3, 271; SM, PW3, 1067; DL, PW3, 832; LF, PW 3,643.
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Thus love is of the very nature of heaven, and the soul that is set upon this place by 
means of meditation will reflect the same characteristic in its earthly existence.
In The Divine Life, Baxter extended this notion that focusing upon higher and 
more excellent objects generates love. He argued that contemplating the goodness of 
God—as seen in his nature and works, but especially in the benefits of redemption in 
Christ—will produce this effect.193 Elsewhere he commends the particular help that can 
be had from focusing upon Christ and his mediatory work. Nowhere else is divine love so 
transparent; therefore he claimed that there is no more powerful means of eliciting 
genuine love for God.194 There is no contradiction within Baxter’s thought here, as if at 
different times he advocates different objects to elicit love in the soul. These matters are, 
to a certain extent, of a piece to him, since heaven is ‘our union with God and Christ.’ 
Heaven is but the perfection of all that is good and excellent.19^ At this point it is evident 
that Baxter’s view of meditation arises out of a profound conviction about the nature of 
reality. He holds together the insight that reality, at its most fundamental, involves both a 
plurality and a unity as its primordial constituent elements. Baxter can speak of different 
objects in such a way as indicates that they are not simply different labels for the same, 
monistic, underlying substance. Yet, he also sees them as fundamentally interconnected 
with each other.
Once love is kindled and aflame in the believer’s soul, other graces and duties 
will follow: ‘the love of God and goodness produceth holy thoughts, and words, and
193 Baxter, D L ,PW 3,784.
194 Baxter, CD, PW 1,67. Cf. DPSC, PW2, 625.
195 Baxter, TKLC, PW4, 637. Cf. Baxter’s statement about heaven in CD, PW1,131: ‘The greatest things, 
and greatest interest of our souls, being there, will greatly raise us to the love of God, if any thing will do it 
... Christ and heaven are the books which we must be often reading; the glasses in which we must daily 
gaze, if ever we will be good proficients and practitioners in the art of holy love.’
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actions. ’ 196 In fact, there will be a gradual shift in the nature of Christian obedience. In 
The Preface’ to A Treatise o f Self-Denial, Baxter described various states of 
sanctification in the soul. First he speaks of the corrupted state of the unregenerate, 
characterised by pride and inordinate self-love. The beginnings of the Spirit’s work bring 
about the second state, that of fear. Here there is an awareness of the wrath of God that 
may lead to the practice of some religious duties, but as yet the person is not in a state of 
grace. The soul is only truly sanctified when it attains the third state, where there is a 
heartfelt love for God. Baxter notes that there are degrees even within this state of love. 
The goal is to progress to a point where God’s concerns becomes paramount, where the 
soul is ‘carried quite above itself to God; and mindeth more the will and interest of God, 
than its own consolation and salvation.’ 197 When the soul is thus consumed with love for 
God, it will be much in the ‘exercise of grace’ and pursue Christian duties from a willing 
desire rather than from a sense of fear. 198 This state of affairs will result in an ever- 
upward spiral as a deepening appreciation of God’s love begets love in the soul that in 
turn desires a greater experience of God’s love and deeper communion with him. 199 
Therefore, within Baxter’s taxonomy of the motivations for godly action, love is the nub 
from which all virtue flows, and a practice such as meditation that incites love will 
inevitably bear further fruit in Christian living.
It is the stress upon the priority of love for God over mere intellectual 
apprehension of truths about him that most clearly demonstrates that Baxter’s work has a
196 Baxter, LF, P W 3,694. Cf. DPSC, PW 2,626; CD, PW1,68; DL, PW 3,845.
197 Baxter, TSD, P W 3,363-5.
|vx Ibid., PW3, 365; cf. 485-9,462; DPSC, PW 2,637. Baxter acknowledged that while on earth human love 
is imperfect and thus fear has its place. See LF, PW 3,645,655-6.
199 Baxter, LF, P W 3,620: ‘when we love God, we are really the objects of his complacential love; and 
when we perceive this, it still increaseth our love: and thus the mutual love of God and man, is the true 
perpetual motion’. Cf. TSD, PW 3,441.
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strong element of continuity with the stream of Catholic meditation within western 
thought. There was a long-standing tradition, evident in Origen and Augustine, and 
finding further development within monastic and mystical authors, that recognised this 
priority and the need to order reality in the light of God’s love to humankind and the 
soul’s response to this (an ordinatio caritatis).200 As already noted, there is abundant 
evidence that Baxter was familiar with this tradition —he cites authors such as Bernard of 
Clairvaux, Jean Gerson and many others—and at times his comments are markedly 
similar to views espoused in these traditional sources. For example, Baxter’s thoughts on 
the different stages of love as the soul progresses in sanctification, highlighted in the 
previous paragraph, echo Bernard’s discussion of the four degrees of love .201 
Furthermore, as chapter two indicated, this form of piety had also been imbibed within 
Puritan spirituality, and thus Baxter was influenced from this direction as well. Thus it is 
no surprise that Baxter was prepared to provide a level of commendation to some 
Catholic authors who endorsed this type of heart-felt devotion to God and the life of 
godliness.202
2<X) Emero Stiegman, "Bernard of Clairvaux, William of St. Thierry, the Victorines," in The Medieval 
Theologians, ed. G. R. Evans (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 130, Bernard McGinn, The Growth of Mysticism, 
vol. II, The Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1994), 
154-6.
201 See McGinn, Growth, 195-200.
202 See, for example, Baxter, C&AM, PW4, 550, where Francis de Sales, Jean Gerson, Thomas a Kempis, 
de Renty, and the sixteenth-century saints Philip Neri and Charles Borromeo are specifically mentioned. A 
letter in 1691 following Baxter’s death from the Archbishop of Canterbury, John Tillotston, to the compiler 
of the Relinquiae Baxterianae, Matthew Sylvester, indicates that autobiographies had been published on De 
Renty and Philip Nerius ‘which greatly instruct & move while they are read.’ It is likely that it these works 
to which Baxter refers. The titles are Jean-Baptiste Saint Jure, The Holy Life of Monr De Renty (London, 
1658) and Antonio Gallonio, The Holy Life of Philip Nerius (Paris, 1659). See Keeble and Nuttall,
Calendar II, No. 1260,328. See also Baxter’s letter to Samuel Hutchins, 16 December 1680, {Letters, vi. 4) 
where he encourages the dissemination amongst Papists of ‘some good practicall books,’ including Roman 
Catholic works, where de Sales, a Kempis and Gerson are again mentioned, as well as the fourteen-century 
German mystic Johann Tauler and the sixteenth-century Scriptural commentator and preacher Johann Wild 
(referred to by his Latin name ‘fferus’ by Baxter). On this letter, see Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 
1063,221.
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In The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Baxter seemed to be aware that his advice to set 
the heart upon heaven could be misread—that his stress upon the readers’ responsibilities 
could be taken as being somewhat Pelagian in tone, emphasising the role of the human 
will at the expense of the divine will. Thus he articulated what has to this point been 
assumed, that is, that God must work before the believer can: ‘a heavenly nature goes 
before this heavenly employment’. But as a treatise of practical divinity the accent is 
upon what is required of the believer. Continuing the parallel between body and soul, he 
highlighted the value of exercise: ‘“Use limbs, and have limbs,” is the known proverb; 
and use grace and spiritual life in these heavenly exercises, and you shall find it quickly 
cause their increase.’203 Thus to grow in dedication to fulfilling one’s Christian duties, 
one must be committed to the particular duty of heavenly meditation. Baxter knows that 
it is no easy way, but ‘the comfort of spiritual health will countervail all the trouble of the 
duty.’204 What is apparent in Baxter’s articulation of the shape of the Christian life, 
therefore, is the synergism of divine and human elements, even if readers are left with a 
greater awareness of what is demanded of them by the force of his rhetoric.
(6) Meditation provides strength to endure afflictions 
‘The frequent believing views of glory are the most precious cordial in all afflictions,’ 
Baxter maintained.20^  He provided three reasons for this effect: such meditations provide 
sustenance to the human spirit that lessens the impact of the suffering; they reduce 
fretfulness, so that the hardship can be faced with patience and joy; and they strengthen 
the resolve to remain faithful to Christ. Baxter did not specifically elaborate on these
203 Baxter, S£/?,PW 3,271.
204 Ibid., PW3,271-2.
205 Ibid., 272.
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points; rather he blended them together in a sustained and heartfelt line of reasoning to 
justify his claim that meditation on heaven provided fortitude in the face of trials in
life.206
Central to Baxter’s argument is the distinction he drew between two types of 
experiences—those of the flesh and those of the spirit that are perceived by faith. The 
flesh does indeed come across pain, and without ‘the foretastes of rest,’ the pangs of 
suffering strike hard. But when by faith one attains a deep, affective knowledge, that 
recognises that difficulties are temporary and that a glorious future awaits, affliction will 
not be able to penetrate beneath the ‘fleshly outside’ and the soul is left untouched. This 
creates an entirely different perspective in relation to life’s hardships; no matter what the 
outward circumstances might be, if the believer is prepared to look beyond them to 
heaven, there can be joy and the strength to endure.207
Baxter maintained that the key to such an outcome was to ensure that these 
insights of faith were not mere ‘speculative knowledge,’ but were apprehended at the 
core of one’s being. This is precisely what meditation achieves, granting ‘foresight’ and 
‘foretastes’ of the heavenly experience now. So, just as he had done in elaborating other 
motives for meditation, Baxter stressed the need for assiduous, daily practice in this skill. 
It is not good enough to wait until the time of trial has come upon one; by then it may be 
too late to draw sufficient joy from the heavenly well to enable the soul to persevere and 
to keep it from denying Christ.208
206 Ibid., PW 3,272-4.
207 Ibid., PW 3,273: ‘All sufferings are nothing to us, so far as we have the foresight of this salvation. No 
bolts, nor bars, nor distance of place, can shut out these supporting joys, because they cannot confine our 
faith and thoughts, although they may confine our flesh. Christ and faith are both spiritual, and therefore 
prisons and banishments cannot hinder their intercourse.’ Cf. LF, PW 3,727.
208 Baxter, SER, P W 3,273-4 for the references in this paragraph. Cf. RCR, PW2, 91; LF, PW3, 575.
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It is in this context of discussing future hardships that Baxter mentions being 
prepared to face death, a theme frequently found in his writings. For him, a good 
preparation will mean a death attended by joy and comfort. There will be a certainty 
about one’s standing with God and the splendour that lies but a short distance ahead. 
Heavenly contemplation lends itself to such a result by making the future glory, if not 
directly sensible, at least vivid to the imagination and thus enabling it to shape one’s 
perceptions in a powerful way. Just as these ‘foretastes’ assist in enduring various 
afflictions, so too do they aid in preparing for death, by making it easier to believe that 
heaven is real and desirable.209 The neglect of this duty, therefore, leaves one 
‘unacquainted’ with the life above and feeds a sense of ‘terrour at death. ’ 210
Baxter’s interest in helping people face death with confidence concurs both with 
his broader pastoral agenda and his own experience. His book, Dying Thoughts, like The 
Saints’ Everlasting Rest, was originally penned to help him face his own sickness and, he 
thought, impending death.211 The motivation to publish it stemmed from his belief that he 
was not alone in facing these concerns: ‘I think it is so much of the work of all men’s 
lives to prepare to die with safety and comfort, that the same thoughts may be needful for 
others that are so for me. ’ 212 Here, then, was a matter of vital importance to Baxter’s 
pastoral ministry. If ‘preparation for death is the whole work of life,’ then seeking the 
conversion of souls and seeing believers grow in assurance of their standing before God
209 Baxter, CF, PW4, 163; PMB, PW4, 254-5. Cf. RCR, PW 2,91; SPFJC, PW4, 1003; DL, PW 3,847; LF, 
PW 3,756-7.
210 Baxter, DHM, 29.
211 For the significance of illness in shaping aspects of Baxter’s life, including his approach to pastoral 
ministry, see Tim Cooper, "Richard Baxter and His Physicians," Social History of Medicine 20, (2007), 1- 
19.
212 The Preface to the Reader’, Baxter, DT, PW 3,973. Cf. PMB, PW 4,250-1.
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were matters at the very centre of pastoral ministry.213 Baxter’s keen advocacy of 
meditation is a natural consequence flowing from his belief that the practice was a 
catalyst to these ends.
Although Baxter gained great personal benefit from meditation, his promotion of 
the discipline was not merely an outworking of his own experience and personal 
opinions. For him it was a duty grounded in Scriptural authority. In each motivation for 
meditation found in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Baxter bolstered his argument with 
biblical quotations and allusions, but this tendency is even more marked with regard to 
the present motivation. He quotes several Psalms, drawing parallels between King 
David’s experience of turning to God in adversity and the need for believers to do the 
same. In particular, he recounts situations where outward circumstances were grim but 
the sufferer was prepared by faith to look beyond these to a greater spiritual reality— 
Abraham, Moses and Jesus all being notable.214 The overall impact of this approach is 
that Baxter’ s own suggestions appear to be no more than an elucidation of the spirituality 
found within the Bible. Not all may have agreed that this is in fact the case, as Giles 
Firmin’s dispute with Baxter over the biblical warrant for meditation indicates.215 But 
there is little doubt that the persistent use of biblical illustrations would have carried a 
particular rhetorical impact on the ordinary reader, with a view to lending credence to 
that which Baxter was advocating.
213 Baxter, CF, PW4, 162.
214 See Baxter, SER, 263-80.
215 See Giles Firmin, The Real Christian or a Treatise o f Effectual Calling (London, 1670), 309-27; Giles 
Firmin, Meditations Upon Mr Baxter's Review o f His Treatise o f  the Duty o f Heavenly Meditation in 
Answer to the Exceptions o f Giles Firmin, against Some Things in That Treatise Concerning Meditation 
(London, 1672) and Baxter, DHM. This controversy is discussed in more detail in chapter 5.
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(7) Meditation makes for profitable Christians who can bring benefit to others 
Those who have ‘conversation in heaven’ not only take pleasure in the experience 
themselves, but also delight to share it with others. ‘The heavenly man,’ said Baxter, ‘will 
be speaking of heaven, and the strange glory which his faith has seen.’ This will be of 
immense profit to those fortunate to be privy to such talk, bringing spiritual refreshment 
and transformation, and drawing their souls closer to God. Once again Baxter emphasised 
the superior level of piety that attends the practitioners of this art: ‘Alas! How empty are 
the speeches, and how unprofitable the society, of all other sorts of Christians in 
comparison of these!’ Furthermore, ‘What families, what towns, what commonwealths, 
what churches, should we have, if they were but composed of such men!’216 This 
sentiment is consistent with Baxter’s wider concern to build further reformation within 
the society through individual change.
(8) Meditation promotes the honour of God
For Baxter, the desire to spend time in holy converse with God is an indication of the 
esteem in which the believer holds him. Baxter drew an analogy between earthly fathers 
and the heavenly Father. It dishonours a father when his children spend their time in the 
company of the wicked and neglect his provisions for them. Similarly, believers who 
shun the presence of ‘the great King of all the world’ do him a disservice. God has 
graciously offered so much to his children, ‘even in dirt and rags,’ and he longs for them 
to delight in what he has promised and provided as well as the joy of his companionship. 
The Lord will not overlook those who make him their principal interest and live ‘above’,
216 Baxter, SER, PW3, 274-5 for the references in this paragraph.
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and whose souls’ rejoice in things unseen —he will honour those who honour him.217 
Baxter’s emphasis here is entirely in keeping with Reformed and Puritan piety that 
accorded the utmost significance to ensuring that all that was done, in thought, word or 
deed, should promote the glory of God.
(9) It is disobedient and personally damaging to neglect meditation 
This motive, couched in negative terms, carried three lines of argument. The first is a 
claim that if one overlooks the practice of heavenly meditation ‘thou disobeyest the flat 
commands of God.’ In support of this contention, Baxter maintained that meditation was 
both a duty and a means to promoting the good of the believer.218 With regard to the first 
aspect of Baxter’s bifocal analysis, that is, the notion that meditation is a duty, it is 
important to recognise the significance of duties within his overall schema of the 
Christian life. Baxter held that the God who is a Trinity of persons stands in a threefold 
relationship to humankind. By virtue of his works of creation, redemption and 
regeneration, those relationships are manifested in the corresponding roles of Owner, 
Ruler and Benefactor. From these relations arise a plethora of benefits or graces. Yet 
there is also ‘a multitude of answerable duties flowing from our correlations to God, and 
all in perfect method, twisted and inoculated into each other, making a kind of circulation 
between mercies and duties, as in man’s body there is of the arterial and venal blood and 
spirits.’219 Thus duties are by no means a matter of indifference; they are critical to a 
well-tuned system of Christian living that accords with the nature of God and the reality
217 Ibid., PW 3,275. Cf. CD, PW1, 151: T he more of heaven appeareth in your lives, the more your lives do 
glorify God.’
218 Baxter, SER, PW3, 276.
219 Baxter, RCR, PW2, 102. Cf. LF, PW3, 693.
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that he has made. With regard to the second aspect of Baxter’s analysis, the way that 
‘means’ function within this system is to further the movement in both directions, either 
in enabling believers to receive grace, or to fulfil duties. With such an understanding, it 
would have been impossible for Baxter to envisage a picture of authentic Christian 
experience where certain core behaviours—bible reading, prayer, meditation, converse 
with other Christians, etc —were shunned. To do so would not only be an act of 
disobedience to the divine will, but would also sever the believer from the very lifeblood 
that feeds true piety.
Baxter provided further defence for his lodgement of meditation in the category of 
‘duty’ by appealing to Scriptural warrant. In the relevant section of The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest, he cites Colossians 3:1-2 with its exhortation for believers to ‘seek 
those things which are above’ and to ‘set your affections on things above, not on things 
on earth.’220 For Baxter, this is the text that justifies his claim that a neglect of meditative 
practice is tantamount to a violation of clear commands of God. He places this instruction 
in the same category as the biblical injunctions to shun murder, theft, adultery, incest and 
idolatry, an indication of how important the practice was within his understanding of the 
nature of the life of faith.
The second argument advanced in this section of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest is 
that those who disregard heavenly meditation lose one of the most comforting and 
sustaining elements of Christian experience. The promises and descriptions of future 
blessedness found within Scripture are the choicest part of God’s revelation to believers: 
‘As heaven is the perfection of all our mercies, so the promises of it in the gospel, are the
220 Baxter, S£7?,PW3,276.
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very soul of the gospel.’221 Baxter cannot imagine why anyone would want to pass over 
these delightful sections of the word without careful reflection upon them. Finally, Baxter 
returns to the theme of joy that he expounded as the third motive. It is as if, having 
mentioned the comforts to be had in the biblical presentation of heaven, he must reflect 
upon the topic of joy once more. Baxter indicates that the Father could have kept to 
himself his design for his saints, that they would spend eternity in joyful delight. But he 
chose to reveal this truth, to bring an experience of joy into the earthly realm and thus to 
prepare those who are his for what is to come. Failing to reflect upon heaven frustrates 
this purpose and leaves one trapped in the troubles of the present time.222
Consequently, even though meditation was a duty that required discipline and 
effort, for Baxter the benefits far outweighed the costs and to neglect its practice would 
be foolish. This perception, however, was not shared by all, and the issue of how duties 
functioned within the Puritan theological schema was a tension point both within 
Puritanism and with those who held to alternative theological positions, a theme that will 
be explored in chapter five.
(10) Meditation enables believers to set their hearts on God 
The next motivation expounded by Baxter is that because God has condescended to set 
his heart upon sinful humanity, it is therefore fitting that believers respond in kind and 
ensure their affections are warm toward him. Baxter here introduces gratitude as an 
incentive for meditative practice. For Baxter, the thoughts and tender love of the Lord 
above are never removed from those who belong to him; this suggested a natural
221 Ibid.
222 Ibid.
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corollary that in thankfulness for such mercies God’s followers should require little 
persuasion to engage in a practice that moves their hearts to be mindful of him.223
In his usual style, Baxter makes use of hyperbole to increase the rhetorical and 
persuasive impact of his exhortation. ‘Let ... thy heart be towards him every moment,’ he 
urges.224 Once more, the potential to be crushed by taking such a charge at face value is 
apparent. Yet this is not the only tone that permeated Baxter’s works when he was 
discussing meditation. For example, in A Christian Directory, Baxter’s second ‘Grand 
Direction’ on the nature of Christian living stresses the need to draw upon the 
meditatorial work of Christ in the life of faith. In this section he acknowledges how the 
soul is not naturally disposed to meditate and how such a disposition impairs the 
Christian’s walk with God. Yet the solution offered is not simply to try harder, but to 
look to Christ—to call upon him when beset with dullness of heart and he will pour out 
his Spirit. Likewise with other struggles and doubts that hinder one’s communion with 
God: it is by remembering Christ’s perpetual intercession that guilt over ongoing sin can 
be allayed and it is by focusing upon Christ’s death that fears of death or judgment can be 
cast aside—a decidedly Protestant perspective on how duty functions in the life of the 
sanctified.22^ Baxter, therefore, adapts his perspective with regard to human and divine 
responsibilities in Christian living depending upon the context and purpose in writing.
His overall approach indicates an awareness of the struggles of holy living, even if that 
sensitivity appears absent when his primary agenda is to press the human will into action. 
At this particular point in his argument in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, however,
223 Ibid.
224 Ibid.
225 Baxter, CD, PW1,64, 68.
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Baxter’s concern is to motivate meditative practice by directing his readers to how fitting 
such an activity is in view of the mercies they receive at the hand of God.
(11) Heaven is central to the Christian’s interest and therefore should be
meditated upon
This motive encapsulates some of the themes already described in the previous 
discussion. Baxter states that heaven is a place of excellence in its own right, but being 
the inheritance of all true believers, and thus their glory and true end, logic dictates that it 
should be much in their thoughts. It is the dwelling place of the Father and Christ and it is 
also the Jerusalem above, ‘the mother of us all.’ There reside the saints in glory, and 
looking upon these brethren the soul shares in their joy and happiness. For Baxter, heaven 
is the true home of all that are Christ’s. It should therefore be appreciated, valued and be 
the source of much affection.226 What is of interest with this motive is that meditation 
upon heaven becomes an end in itself, rather than a means to another end. Here Baxter is 
attempting to ground his readers in reality; he wants them to think about heaven simply 
because this is the truth concerning their future.
(12) The believer should meditate upon heaven because nothing else is worth setting 
the heart upon
The final motive outlined in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest focuses on relative values. If 
the heart is not settled upon God and the rest that he offers, what else could possibly be 
worthy of such a commitment? Baxter asks a series of rhetorical questions followed by an
226 Baxter, SER, 276-7.
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extended argument to demonstrate the implausibility of other options. He also raises and 
answers two possible objections to keeping heaven pre-eminent in one’s thoughts. The 
first concerns the subject of divinity. Surely this topic is of greater breadth than simply 
the life to come and are there not many matters of theological controversy that also 
warrant consideration? Baxter’s answer again reveals the fundamentally practical 
orientation of his theological system. Quoting the work of Graserus with approval, he 
indicates controversies do not assist the dying and those with troubled conscience—they 
simply cause division and damage churches. What really matters is a ministry that kindles 
genuine faith in Christ and godliness of life, that is, that helps a person ‘to live well, and 
die happily’. In other words, the important thing is heaven and ensuring a safe passage to 
it. The second objection relates to the providence of God. If the activities of church and 
state are subject to the Lord’s bidding, is it not appropriate to reflect on these events and 
attempt to discern something of his will and purposes? Baxter will grant this on the 
proviso that they are considered in relation to the life to come. If the advancement of the 
gospel or of Christ’s government is in view, that is well and good. But matters that are 
thought about out of mere curiosity or to please the flesh are not worthy of the Christian’s 
attention.227
This argument demonstrates just how significant heavenly mindedness was to 
Baxter and therefore why it ought to be the foremost object for contemplation. He stated 
elsewhere in this treatise that ‘the most dangerous mistake that our souls are capable of, 
is, to take the creature for God, and earth for heaven.’228 For Baxter, the solution to this 
spiritual problem was to have the thoughts and affections regularly occupied with the
227 Ibid., PW3, 277-9.
228 Ibid., PW3, 208.
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magnificence of the inheritance promised by God. As was demonstrated earlier in the 
chapter, this focus upon the life to come was not restricted to The Saints’ Everlasting 
Rest, the work that has a particular emphasis upon this theme. It was a subject that had 
grasped his consciousness and consequently is ubiquitous throughout his practical 
writings. There is a consistent message: ‘Think much of the heavenly glory, and it will 
cloud all the vain-glory of the world.’229 In sum, this exposition of motives for meditative 
practice found in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, and reinforced throughout his other 
published treatises, direct readers to the soul-enlivening, piety-promoting, and God­
honouring properties of the discipline.
Although a degree of repetition and arbitrariness is apparent in Baxter’s inventory of 
motivations for meditation in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, there is a coherence to the list. 
Whether it be fostering assurance and godly joy, mortifying sin, providing strength to 
face afflictions, or setting the heart more firmly upon God, this was a spiritual exercise 
designed to further the work of sanctification in the believer. As such, it was a practice 
that could wage war against the ‘natural Antinomianism’230 that, according to Baxter, was 
embodied in the human condition, as well as the more sinister form of this disease being 
promoted by the enemies of England’s true welfare.
229 Baxter, LF, PW3,716.
230 Richard Baxter's Confutation of a Dissertation for the Justification of Infidels, in Baxter, RBA, 288.
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Motives for the practice of self-examination
Meditation upon heaven may be paramount, but for Baxter it was not the only object 
worthy of careful reflection. Another of his priorities was attaining a true knowledge of 
oneself and one’s spiritual condition by means of self-examination. Contemplation upon 
heaven will help to keep the heart located in the right place, but there are co-requisites if 
one is to realise a state of overall spiritual wellbeing, and a right judging of these matters 
was a prudent course of action for any believer. Baxter saw the work of sanctification as 
a task both of ‘tearing down’ and a ‘setting up’. Souls need to be raised up to God, but 
the flesh also needs to be subdued and mortified.231 It was self-examination that could 
rightly assess the influence of sin, determine any matters in need of repentance, and 
establish whether grounds exist for an assured faith. Sin could never be dealt with 
effectively without such serious consideration and reflection.232
It is again in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest that Baxter provides a specific list of 
motivations for self-examination, although the benefits of the practice are mentioned in 
passing in other writings. These benefits are listed well before Baxter provides his 
exposition of the practice of heavenly meditation.233 He believed that the full marrow of 
spiritual sustenance that heavenly meditation afforded would not be available to the 
person who was not convinced of their standing before God and that they are truly heirs 
of God’s rest, hence the need to address the topic of self-examination at this earlier stage 
of his argument.
231 Baxter, TSD, PW3, 364, 392.
232 Ibid., PW3,473. Cf. LF, PW3,729, 56; CD, PW1, 142, 208,252,469.
233 They are located in Part III, chap. 9.
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As was the case with heavenly meditation, Baxter’s rationale for setting forth 
motives for self-examination was to try to persuade his readers to engage in the practice. 
He was well aware of the impediments that keep the soul from such examination, but he 
hoped the reasons he propounded would sway his readers’ wills, since it is there that the 
main problem was located.234 His advice was not limited to weaker Christians struggling 
with doubts—he believed that this was a Christian duty that would benefit believers no 
matter what their condition or level of maturity.235 Baxter believed that this was a matter 
of eternal consequence, so he argued his case with as much force as possible, choosing 
evocative vocabulary and making liberal use of adjectives and adverbs to achieve this 
effect. Thus, ‘to be deceived about your title to heaven is exceeding easy; and not to be 
deceived, is exceeding difficult.’ Such a mistake was not only easy, but also ‘very 
common,’ and the consequences of being mistaken ‘are lamentable and desperate. ’ 236 
Other motives outlined by Baxter are that the effort extended in fulfilling the duty is 
nothing compared to the sorrow that will follow if it is neglected; that Satan takes delight 
in the disregard of self-examination, because it is advantageous to his strategy of 
deceiving souls; and that it is better to undergo a thorough examination of one’s heart 
now rather than face God’s evaluation on the last day.237 The final motive is the most 
positive in tone, focusing upon fourteen benefits that accompany the person that has 
gained a solid sense of assurance by means of effective self-examination.238 As indicated 
earlier, Baxter knew that fear remained a strong stimulus for the soul bound up with 
sinful flesh. But he would much rather motivate by appealing to the appropriate, God-
234 Baxter, SER, PW3, 174-81.
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given form of human self-interest. The list of comforts and joys enumerated in this 
section of The Saints' Everlasting Rest indicate that, for Baxter, self-examination was not 
an ascetical discipline necessary to reach a deeper relationship with the divine. Rather, it 
was a duty that functioned as an effective means to appropriate more fully the benefits of 
salvation that have been won for the believer. Furthermore, as with other forms of 
meditation, it was a means to re-craft the self. It could expose what was lacking in the 
desired persona and thereby provoke change; it could also be utilised to detect spiritual 
progress as a ground for assurance, and thus evoke comfort and delight.
The value of meditation for unbelievers
Baxter also urged unbelievers to practice meditation. While at first this might appear 
surprising, it is entirely in keeping with his pastoral strategy that emphasises conversion 
and growth in godliness. Furthermore, it also accords with his standpoint that God works 
through his Spirit on the human soul by means of the natural faculties. Carefully thinking 
about a subject and then allowing that knowledge to shape the will and affections is 
God’s normal means of eliciting change within a person, and therefore meditation can be 
a means to eliciting saving faith as well as providing benefit to those already regenerate. 
There are two occasions where Baxter explains the value of meditation for unbelievers— 
in Directions and Persuasions to a Sound Conversion and in The Duty of Heavenly 
Meditation.
Directions and Persuasions to a Sound Conversion was the second of a proposed 
set of four treatises of practical divinity designed to meet a set of differing pastoral
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needs.239 This work, published in 1658, was intended ‘for those that have some purposes 
to turn, and are about the work, to direct them for a thorough and a true conversion, that 
they miscarry not in the birth.’240 One of Baxter’s directions to these readers whom he 
feared were as yet incomplete in their faith was that they devote themselves to ‘the 
serious consideration of the truths which you understand, betwixt God and you in 
secret.’241 ‘Consideration’ in this context is almost a synonym for meditation. It does 
emphasise the rational dimension of the meditative process, but because it awakens all 
the powers of the soul, including the heart and affections, Baxter at times used the terms 
interchangeably.242 Why, then, should those as yet not firmly established in the faith 
engage in this practice of consideration or meditation? In keeping with his frequent 
practice of enumerating at length when seeking to motivate his readers, Baxter provides a 
list of twelve reasons for deliberation. A number of these echo the motivations itemised 
for believers in The Saints' Everlasting Rest. But the crux of his argument in this 
particular list is that by dint of creation God has granted all persons a reasoning faculty 
which has a natural propensity to think, therefore should not at least a small amount of 
time be spent in thinking about the matters of eternal consequence? Baxter argued that no 
one would attain heaven without giving it serious thought and those who prefer to bypass 
the practice in this life would find that God would bring them ‘to consideration by a 
severer and more dreadful way.’243 Also worthy of note is the nature of the truths that 
Baxter urged his unconverted readers to consider. He was not advocating a technique
239 For the historical details, see Baxter, Reliquiae, 1.1,114-5; Keeble, Richard Baxter, 73-4.
240 Introductory note to Baxter, CTU, PW2, 501. Cf. Reliquiae, 1 .1, 115, sect. 75.
241 Baxter, DPSC, PW2,588.
242 See Ibid., PW 2,588-9; SER, PW3, 306-7. For the interchangeability of the terms, see DPSC, PW2, 592; 
SER, PW3, 307.
243 Baxter, DPSC, PW2, 594-9. The quotation is from page 597.
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that, if practised, enabled the soul to draw closer to God. Rather, he wanted people to
reflect upon the matters revealed in the gospel. God has not left humanity ignorant of
their spiritual plight and the means to escape it. But this disclosure would be of no benefit
to anyone unless it was thought about and personally applied. That this is the case is
demonstrated when Baxter presents an imagined conversation with the souls lost in hell:
If you could speak with any of those hopeless souls, and ask them, How came you to this place of 
torment? they would tell you, Because we did not consider of our case in time; we little thought of 
this day, though we were told of it; we had a load of sin upon us, and did not consider how we 
might be relieved: we had Christ and mercy set before us, but we did not consider the worth of 
them, nor how to be made partakers of them244
Consideration, then, enabled one to gain the most possible benefit from any spiritual truth 
that became known so that it might shape the soul in a divine-approved direction.245
As was the case in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, this set of motives is a blend of 
reasoned argument and heartfelt exhortation. Yet the priority lies at the rational level. The 
impression gained is that it would be utter foolishness to neglect this practice of 
consideration. In effect, what Baxter has done in his arguments is provide an example to 
his hearers of the practice that he wants them to adopt in their own lives.
Baxter also considered the benefits of meditation for unbelievers in The Duty of 
Heavenly Meditation. The focus in this treatise is upon contemplating heaven, and Baxter 
indicates that, along with ‘unassured doubting persons,’ perhaps no one benefits more 
from this practice than the unbeliever. As was the case in Directions and Persuasions to a 
Sound Conversion, Baxter’s main concern is that people be converted. He is convinced 
that holding heaven in the forefront of one’s thoughts was a very effective means to this 
end. The type of meditation that is of most profit to the unconverted is that which ‘brings
244 Ibid., PW 2,597.
245 Cf. Baxter, RCR, PW2, 73: ‘Frequent and deep consideration being a great means to man’s recovery, by 
improving the truth which he considereth, and restoring reason to the throne...’
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their hearts to the Love of God.’ Contemplating heaven will do this—seeing the enormity 
of God’s goodness in his free offer of the delights of heaven stirs love in the soul in a 
way that nothing else can. Similarly, conversion requires knowledge of ‘the excellency of 
Christ and of all his Grace,’ and meditation upon heaven provides this because it is ‘the 
highest benefit of Christ and Grace.’ Furthermore, meditating on the lofty things of 
heaven diminishes earthly, carnal loves and promotes repentance of sin, as the 
unconverted ‘see what sin depriveth men of, and what they are like to get by Holiness.’246 
Here, then, is a practice that Baxter perceived to be of great use in moving the 
unconverted to make a solid commitment to Christ. It provides a solid example of the 
importance of both reason and the affections within Baxter’s understanding of human 
functioning.
Conclusion
This discussion has shown that when Baxter explicitly set out reasons to meditate it was 
normally in the context of persuading readers of the value of the practice. His motives for 
self-examination and heavenly meditation in The Saints Everlasting Rest, and for 
consideration in Directions and Persuasions for a Sound Conversion, all fall into this 
category. Being designed to change peoples’ minds, they were delivered with a high 
degree of emotional impact. The material was presented logically and with cogent 
arguments, but it must be said that overall, Baxter was less concerned with providing a 
systematic exposition than with firing a large volley of rhetorical shots at his readers in
246 Baxter, DHM, 24-7 for the references in this paragraph.
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an attempt to convince them of the immense spiritual benefit to be gained from this holy 
exercise. Does this persuasive purpose, however, hinder one from gaining a true 
appreciation of why meditation mattered to Baxter? If these lists of motives were the only 
data to be considered in assessing Baxter’s reasons, then it would be inadequate. But in 
attempting to ground this material within the broader context of Baxter’s thought, both 
what is said explicitly and what is intimated, a fuller and clearer picture is apparent.
What, then, can be concluded about the motives for meditation in Baxter’s thought?
First, at its heart it was a practice that promoted sanctification, that is, the spiritual 
development of those already regenerate. It was not a means to spiritual merit or a 
technique to advance the soul’s union with God. Certainly, Baxter could affirm the 
benefits of meditation for unbelievers, but in so doing he was not advocating a procedure 
for gradual spiritual improvement, but the activity of thoughtful reflection upon the grace 
of God revealed in the gospel of Christ, such that that knowledge then impacted 
affections and practice. In other words, meditation for unbelievers was an aid to 
conversion; it helped create the conditions under which faith would form. For those 
already saved, however, Baxter was convinced that meditation brought spiritual comfort, 
encouragement and enlargement. Self-examination enabled ever-lurking sins to be 
discovered, repented of, and mortified; it allowed God’s mercies to be remembered and 
appropriated; and thus it facilitated a sense of assurance of salvation. Similarly with 
heavenly contemplation —it enabled believers to draw more fully upon the benefits that 
Christ had won for them and it enlivened every aspect of their spiritual walk. While 
Baxter would not have used such language, these practices were designed to engineer an 
authentic spiritual self within the Puritan social context. When Baxter’s motives are
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compared with those set out in some Roman Catholic devotional works there is a certain 
confluence of ideas. Luis de Granada claimed ‘the ende of meditation ... is the feare of 
God, and the amendment of our liffe.’247 Francis de Sales spoke of the priority of aspiring 
to the love of God and St Ignatius of Loyola highlighted the importance of ridding the 
soul of disordered affections and ordering one’s life in accordance with the will of 
God.248 Yet ultimately their writings are of an entirely different temper. Baxter’s advice 
and motivations operate within a Protestant framework that presupposes that union with 
Christ was a God-given by-product of conversion, not something to be sought after 
through spiritual exercises and disciplines. The reasons he expounded were much more 
akin to the work of an earlier master of practical divinity whom Baxter much admired, 
John Downame, who also articulated the delightful communion with God and 
strengthening for holy living that meditation begat. At least at the level of underlying 
motivations, Baxter has not pushed Protestant meditation in a more Catholic direction— 
his approach is in keeping with the existing indigenous Puritan tradition. Even when 
Baxter spoke of meditating on objects other than one’s self and heaven, where less is 
enunciated in terms of motivations and reasons, the same holds true. Meditation upon 
Scripture, the creatures, providence, etc, as the next chapter will show, are all ultimately 
concerned with the promotion of the holy and heavenly life that Baxter believed lay at the 
heart of a faithful Christian walk. Gordon Wakefield is apt in his comment that the work
247 Granada, Of Prayer, 7.
248 Francis de Sales, An Introduction to a Deuout Life: Leading to the Way of Eternitie (London, 1616); 
'The Preface', Saint Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises, trans. George E. Ganss (Chicago: Loyola University 
Press, 1992), 21.
174
of White and Martz in relation to Puritan devotion suffers due to the limitations in their
understanding of the Reformed theology that underpins this species of piety.249
Second, there are pastoral, ecclesiological, social and theological reasons for 
Baxter’s promotion of meditation. He ministered at a time of most significant upheaval 
within English political and religious life, and this disorder within church and state 
caused him deep angst. His writings reveal the profound inner tension he experienced. On 
the one hand, he had a remarkable capacity to imagine the heavenly glory, a picture not 
only of joy and delight, but also of the saints in perfect unity praising their heavenly 
King. On the other hand was the earthly reality of turmoil and dissent, where the civil and 
spiritual leadership, even among the so-called godly, were often more concerned with 
their self-interest than promoting the well-being of those entrusted to their care.250 In 
keeping with the Puritan tradition, Baxter longed to see godly families, churches and 
communities. He desired a transformation of the entire nation; that they might be a 
people who lived under the kingship of God. Reformation was needed and Baxter struck 
upon what he believed was the strategy for effective change. Pastors needed to focus on 
the conversion of their flock and then grow them in holiness by means of effective 
discipline and an astute ministry of the word. They needed to work together with other 
pastors to further this end. Godly princes were required to support this enterprise. Then, 
as the church was reformed, its influence would extend and ultimately the whole nation 
would turn in the direction of godliness. Baxter believed that meditation was a most 
effective means to this outcome. Reflecting upon truth and being moved by that truth was
244 Wakefield, Puritan Devotion, 5.
250 For the significance of the twin themes of heavenly harmony and earthly disharmony within The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest, see John R. Knott, Sword, especially 82-4.
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the way that God changed lives. Meditation, therefore, could draw outsiders to faith and 
strengthen the regenerate in confidence and obedience.
So much for the pastoral, ecclesiological and social profit of meditation —what 
did Baxter perceive to be the theological benefit? Quite simply, the disarray that he 
observed around him was an affront to the honour of God. The Owner, Ruler and 
Benefactor of humankind deserved to be treated in accord with his true nature. Again, 
meditation was of use. It was a practice that encouraged submission to these God- 
ordained relations and bore the fruit of heavenly living. That fruit would then bring glory 
to the one who was the final end of all things.
Finally, Baxter’s own personality and experience cannot be ignored when 
considering his motivations for meditation. He had tasted of this practice and found it life 
transforming, and this fed his evangelistic zeal to see others reap the same benefit. If it 
could calm his fears, allay his doubts, kindle love and joy within him, lift him to a deeper 
communion with his Lord, and spur him to greater excellence in Christian duty, he was 
convinced that it could have a similar impact in the lives of others. When Baxter claims 
that ‘the benefits of ... meditation are very great: few men grow very wise, or very good, 
that use it not,’251 there is more than a small amount of personal testimony involved. The 
next chapter will consider the method of meditation that he believed to be most 
beneficial.
251 Baxter, PMB, PW4, 245.
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Chapter Three
The Method of Meditation in Baxter’s Thought
Just as the motives for meditation in Baxter’s thought result from a blend of different 
factors, so too his method of meditation is shaped by a variety of different influences. 
Most significant is the Protestant and Puritan tradition to which he belonged, which made 
God’s revelation in Scripture the seminal principle for all Christian thought and practice, 
was thoroughly grounded in an understanding of God’s work of grace in the life of the 
believer through Christ and the Spirit, and yet was deeply concerned that that grace be 
met with a fitting human response in every corner of life. Baxter’s method reflects these 
concerns and has a sense of both the great privilege yet also the severe demands involved 
in exercising this duty. Furthermore, his method owed some debt to earlier examples of 
Protestant meditation, such as Joseph Hall, John Downame and Richard Sibbes. Baxter, 
as well as these earlier proponents, also to some extent had their method formed by the 
Augustinian stream of piety within western Christendom that affirmed the priority of 
affectionate love for God. Another significant determiner of Baxter’s method is his 
understanding of psychological functioning. Because grace worked through nature rather 
than in opposition to it, he believed that the manner of meditation must reflect the reality 
of the human soul as created by God. Finally, Baxter’s personal experience had an effect 
on his method. He did not write as a detached observer, but as an avid practitioner—what 
was helpful or not helpful in his own practice of this exercise had a bearing on the advice 
he passed on to others.
The Saints’ Everlasting Rest rightly enjoys a reputation as Baxter’s most 
significant contribution to the art of Christian meditation. It was here that he championed 
in some detail the benefits of heavenly meditation and most fully articulated a method for 
its practice. Thus it is understandable that the majority of scholarly discussion on 
meditation in Baxter has focused on this treatise.1 Yet the net must be cast more widely if 
Baxter’s method is to be understood accurately. The Saints’ Everlasting Rest was the first 
work he penned and the second that he published — with over forty more years of 
intellectual endeavour and approximately one hundred and forty more treatises published 
before his death, one would expect that a man who thought this duty so significant would 
often return to it as a theme in his writing—as is in fact the case. While Baxter never set 
aside the ideas and emphases of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, due regard must be paid to 
his more mature musings on meditation. Furthermore, analysis of The Saints’ Everlasting 
Rest itself has often neglected the logic of the entire work, simply concentrating upon 
sections of Part four where Baxter spells out his method in precise terms. An 
understanding of Parts one to three is, however, vital to unlocking Baxter’s grasp of the 
nature of meditation. This chapter will attempt to remedy these deficits, considering 
Baxter’s method of meditation across the range of his works and with due attention to the 
contexts in which his ideas are located.
' See, for example, Martz, Poetry of Meditation', Levvalski, Donne's Anniversaries', Kaufmann, Pilgrim's 
Progress.
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Meditation within the context of living the Christian life
For Baxter, meditation was not an esoteric spiritual activity but part of the warp and woof 
of ordinary Christian living. He affirmed the activist dimension of the life of faith. God 
intended this earthly existence to be ‘a work, a race, a pilgrimage, a warfare ... a life of 
trial and preparation to another.'2 As such, it entailed certain responsibilities and duties. 
These gave expression to the realities of the new mode of existence that a converted 
person had entered and were means to further spiritual development. The believer was in 
relationship with the divine. He or she now ‘walked with God’ and certain activities were 
befitting and promoting of such a calling and others were not. Meditation, which Baxter 
understood as the process by which ‘good Thoughts’ are made ‘effectual’,3 was but one 
of a clutch of duties that Baxter endorsed. He often grouped it with similar endeavours, 
such as holy conversation with other believers, the reading and hearing of Scripture, 
prayer, participating in the sacraments, self-examination, etc.4 These ought to be 
normative activities for any who claimed the name of Christ as their own, as they were 
instruments to facilitate the attainment of the true end of the pilgrim, heaven itself.5 
Baxter’s approach was in alignment with the Puritan tradition, which affirmed the 
importance of devotional practices as a means to promote pious living, as has been well 
described by Gordon Wakefield and Charles Hambrick-Stowe.6
2 Baxter, DL, PW 3,822.
3 Baxter, CD, 255.
4 For example, Ibid., PW1,6 0 , 252,311; SB, PW 2,696,712,750; SER, PW3, 156; DL, PW3, 835.
5 Baxter, CD, PW1,552; DL, PW 3,841. Cf. AJ, 242, where Baxter describes meditation and other 
‘Ordinances’ of God as necessary components of the obedience that flows from authentic faith.
6 Wakefield, Puritan Devotion', Hambrick-Stowe, Practice.
179
While meditation was a means of spiritual nurture, at another level it was an 
intensification of an attitude that ought to permeate all of one’s life. This is evident in 
Baxter’s fluid use of the concept. The word ‘meditation’ and synonymous terms such as 
‘contemplation’ and ‘consideration’ cover a range of activities. At times they do refer to a 
specific and clearly defined activity, described in detail below. But elsewhere his usage 
spills over into categories much more characteristic of the everyday. In particular, he uses 
these terms to describe thoughts and reflections upon some subject. For example, when 
advising how to respond when one is the victim of the sins of others, he provides first 
‘some meditative directions, and then some practical directions’.7 These meditations are 
carefully reasoned arguments, designed to shape the reader’s thinking and perspective on 
a matter. Similarly, he often urges the readers of his treatises not simply to read, but to 
ponder deeply the ideas set before them. ‘My request to thee,’ he states in the 
Introduction to A Saint or a Brute, ‘is ... SERIOUSLY to CONSIDER of what thou 
readest.’8 This range of usage suggests that meditation ought not to be considered as a 
totally distinct category of spiritual undertaking but in continuity with other aspects of the 
life of the sanctified.9 At this point Baxter is consistent with one of his acknowledged 
mentors, Bishop Joseph Hall (and presumably others of that time), who in The Art of 
Divine Meditation acknowledged that at one level no one could avoid the practice of 
meditating.10
7 Baxter, CD, PW1,807, cf. 76.
8 Baxter, SB, PW2, 664. Cf. ‘Preface’ to CTU, PW2, 507.
9 See Baxter, SER, PW 3,296: ‘The general title that I give this duty is meditation; not as it is precisely 
distinguished from thought, consideration and contemplation; but as it is taken in the larger and usual sense 
for thinking on things spiritual, and so comprehending consideration and contemplation.’
10 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 83. See also chapter two above.
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As seen in the motives for meditation Baxter advances, this concern for careful 
and intentional thinking ought to permeate every aspect of the believer’s life. This was 
Puritan ‘seriousness’. Focussed attention was always needful. If the Christian life was a 
journey, and a race, and a battle, that implied challenges and obstacles along the way. 
Vigilance was necessary, and vigilance required the sort of careful thinking that a term 
like ‘meditation’ bespeaks. The pilgrim could not afford to be ‘a stranger to the methods, 
subtleties, and diligence of Satan, in his temptations to undo thy soul.’11 A mind left 
empty by idleness and neglect of one’s rightful calling was an open doorway for ‘vain 
and filthy thoughts’ that presented the same danger.12 The Christian life must, therefore, 
always be a life of thoughtfulness, alert and aware of any potential stumbling blocks. For 
Baxter, it was not so much a case of the Socratic principle that ‘the unexamined life is not 
worth living,’ as ‘the unexamined life is the pathway to hell.’ Thus the way that one 
thought was of vital importance. Baxter held that believers were not enslaved in their 
thought patterns and that cognitive functioning required supervision like every other area 
of life. In fact, the management of one’s thoughts was critical to the appropriate 
management of every other aspect of life.
Baxter articulated this emphasis most clearly in Part II of The Divine Life. In 
response to the objection that ‘walking with God’ had little concern with thoughts, that ‘it 
is deeds and not thoughts that God regardeth,’ he makes a carefully reasoned defence of 
the importance of the thought life.13 This included the argument that a person’s thoughts 
are deeds. ‘The thoughts are the most constant actions of a man, and therefore most of
11 Baxter, CD, PW 1,252.
12 Ibid., PW 1,406.
13 Baxter, D L,PW 3,830-5.
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the man is in them’, he stated.14 A similar point is made in his manual of practical 
theology and casuistry, A Christian Directory, where he emphasised the importance of 
governing one’s thoughts. The specific activity of meditation was a means to this end, but 
the technique itself was not removed from a more general mindfulness about all of life.15 
In fact, to Baxter’s mind, his directions for meditation were simply the process of making 
‘good thoughts effectual’.16 Again, the importance of keeping the thought life in check 
aligns with existing Puritan emphases found in writers such as John Ball, Robert Bolton 
and Edward Reyner.17
The strongest piece of evidence that Baxter affirmed an essential continuity 
between the practice of meditation and normal Christian living was his refusal to 
privilege the contemplative life over the active life. Across the centuries the Christian 
tradition has distinguished these two modes of Christian experience. Drawing upon the 
New Testament account of Jesus’ interaction with two sisters, Martha and Mary (Luke 
10:38-42), many affirmed the priority of contemplation. Mary, who sat listening at her 
Lord’s feet, chose a ‘better way’ than Martha, who was gently rebuked for her activism. 
On a number of occasions Baxter made mention of this biblical portrayal, but his 
expositions never granted primacy to a contemplative lifestyle. In his 1662 work, A Saint 
or a Brute, he used this text to affirm the necessity of holiness of life.18 But the devout 
life that took Mary’s example to heart was not a withdrawal from day to day concerns —
14 Ibid., PW 3,834. Baxter continues: ‘We are not always reading, or hearing, or praying, or working; but 
we are always thinking. And therefore it doth especially concern us to see that this constant breath of the 
soul be sweet, and that this constant stream be pure and run in the right channel.’
15 Baxter, CD, PW1,247-73.
16 Ibid., PW 1,255.
17 John Ball, The Power of Godlines (1657), Book II, Part II; Robert Bolton, A Discourse About the State of 
True Happinesse, 3rd ed. (1614), 129; Edward Reyner, Precepts for Christian Practice, 10th ed. (1656), 
296ff. See the discussion upon these and other texts in Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 78-83.
18 Baxter, SB, PW2, 669,702.
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‘we have a body as well as a soul,’ Baxter indicated, and ‘ Our  bodily labour and 
temporal employment must be conscionably followed, as well as our spiritual.’19 If one’s 
time were devoted entirely to prayer and meditation the consequent neglect of the body 
would soon render the practitioner unable to engage in such spiritual exercises.20 Baxter’s 
point was that much error in living arose not from a failure to pursue the contemplative 
life, but from faulty priorities—paying too much attention to lesser things and neglecting 
the weightier. When Baxter returned to this text in 1684, basing an entire treatise upon it 
(The One Thing Necessary: Christ’s Justification o f M ary’s Choice), it is this precise 
point that he emphasised.21 Baxter knew that no one’s thoughts could be continually 
occupied with God and heaven, but it was possible, and in fact necessary, for one to 
‘always be serving God in one kind or another, and always doing that which tends to 
heaven.’22 Such a focus could embrace the regular activities of life within the sphere of a 
truly spiritual existence.
Elsewhere in his writings this principle was frequently expounded and applied. In 
The Divine Life, Baxter warned his readers of ‘the evil of voluntary, unnecessary 
solitude,’ where believers deliberately withdrew from the company of others. At times 
God called for such a retreat or for some reason it became necessary, such as when 
infirmity or disability limited the contribution that could be made in social contexts. But 
to step back from communal engagement generally indicated ‘a retiring from the place 
and work which God hath appointed us’ and should not ‘be taken for a life of greater
19 Ibid., PW 2,671.
20 Ibid.
21 See Baxter, The One Thing Necessary (London, 1685), PW 4,759-60. Cf. CD, PW1,516; LF, PW3, 697; 
DHM, 6-7.
22 Baxter, OTN, PW4,763. Cf. CD, PW1,231-2, 238-9, 244-5; DL, PW 3,832.The balance in Baxter’s 
approach to some extent echoes that of Augustine. See Augustine, City of God, XIX. 19, 697-8.
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perfection, than a faithful serving of God in public.’23 In A Christian Directory, Baxter 
distinguished between a contemplative life and ‘an obedient, active life,’ and provided 
directions for both. For those for whom the contemplative life was appropriate, Baxter 
supplied a more complete list of directions than that found in The Divine Life, but the 
force of these are tempered by this qualifying statement: ‘Every active Christian is bound 
to somewhat of contemplation; and all contemplative persons are bound to obedience to 
God, and to such of action as may answer their abilities and opportunities.’24 For those 
called to a more active form of life, enough contemplation must be engaged in to ensure 
that the flames of a heartfelt love for God and his glory are regularly fanned within the 
soul. Baxter provided examples of how this works out in practice for a variety of different 
occupations. Those invested with particular responsibilities in the Christian community, 
the ministers of the gospel, ought to exemplify the ideal balance in fulfilling their calling, 
a calling which was ‘so perfectly mixed of contemplation and action.’25
The force of Baxter’s arguments in relation to the respective priorities of action 
and contemplation in Christian experience was that no one could claim an exemption 
from meditation. It truly was a ‘duty’ for all. While Baxter was fully aware of the dangers 
of introspection for those of melancholic disposition,26 he believed he had not fallen foul 
of extremist tendencies and therefore his urgings were only for the good: ‘... the due 
meditation of the soul upon God, is so far from taking you off from your necessary
23 Baxter, DL,PW3, 866-8.
24 Baxter, CD, PW 1,259.
25 Ibid., PW1,259-61. See also Baxter’s letter to Robert Boyle, 14 June 1665, Boyle, Boyle 
Correspondence, vol 2, 477-8.
26 See below.
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business in the world, that it is the only way to your orderly and successful management 
of it.’ 27
There is, then, nothing eccentric or elitist about this activity within Baxter’s 
thought. The connection between thinking and action in Baxter’s meditative technique 
that will be expounded below is no more than a formalising of a process that ought to 
characterise all of life. Baxter believed that circumstances would provide some with 
greater opportunity to pursue a more contemplative lifestyle. But even those whose prime 
responsibilities lay in regular engagement with other people or in extended manual work 
must not cast aside this duty to be mindful of and quickened to the spiritual realities that 
undergirded their existence.
The time and length of meditation
How does the believer fit this activity into the ordinary schedule of life? Two key 
concepts that capture Baxter’s emphasis are ‘regularity’ and ‘opportunity’. The benefits 
of meditation will be forsaken if not regularly practised, and careful stewardship of time 
will ensure that opportunities are not squandered.28 As with other Puritan Divines, the 
Scriptural injunction to meditate on the law of God day and night functions at much more 
than a metaphorical level.29 For Baxter, this text was employed to justify regular 
meditation on the range of themes and doctrinal emphases enshrined in Scripture as well 
as the simple process of personal reflection upon biblical texts. Thus when Baxter urged 
frequent meditation, usually this was in the context of endorsing the great topics that
27 Baxter, DL, PW3,831. Cf. DHM.
28 Baxter, PMB, PW 4,244; CD, PW1,238; Baxter, O f Redemption o f Time (1667), PW4, 1039.
29 Baxter, CD, PW1,553: ‘God’s word must be your daily meditation and delight, Psal. i. 2 ’.
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warm the heart’s desire for God and promote the heavenly life. As he claimed, one ought 
not to ‘be seldom and slight in thy contemplations of IGod’s] love and loveliness. ’ 30 The 
godly normally will turn their thoughts to heaven at the beginning and end of each day.31 
To kindle the affections towards God should be a ‘daily and most diligent work’, and 
Baxter lamented his own failings at this level, considering his ‘heavenly contemplations’ 
to ‘have been so seldom and so short. ’ 32 Equating meditation with preaching to oneself, 
Baxter indicated that while hearing two or three sermons a week from others is quite 
adequate, ‘two or three sermons a day from thyself, is ordinarily too little. ’ 33 Such 
diligence and regularity was necessary to allow truth to sink into the soul and be digested 
for practical use.34
Yet Baxter understood that not all shared the same opportunity to engage in this 
holy work. While he warned of the dangers of isolating oneself from the company of 
others, a certain amount of solitude, free from distraction, was necessary for the 
disciplined practice of this spiritual exercise.35 Therefore some occupations lent 
themselves more to this contemplative activity. The poor would have limited occasions 
for meditation because of the time they must devote to providing the basic necessities of 
life.36 Nonetheless, those engaged in manual tasks might find ‘their thoughts free for 
better things a great part of the day,’ and still faithfully fulfil their vocational 
responsibilities. Other workers (e.g. lawyers, physicians, merchants) laboured in 
occupations that absorbed their minds as well as their hands. This latter group ‘must
30 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1039.
31 Baxter, Sfl,PW 2,750.
32 Baxter, DL, PW3,872-3. Cf. PMB, PW4,255.
33 Baxter, CD, PW1, 133.
34 Baxter, The Divine Appointment o f the Lords Day Proved (London, 1671), PW3,909.
35 Baxter, CD, PW 1,256.
36 Ibid., PW1,516.
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entertain some short, occasional meditations, intermixed with their business,’ and limit 
more solemn and methodical meditation to the hours outside their regular employment.37 
Everyone, however, ought to make as much use as possible of the times when their 
thoughts could be free from everyday distractions. When walking alone for recreation, 
profit could be added to pleasure by ‘improving the time’ in meditation.38 Even the 
insomniac should use the restless hours in bed thinking upon matters of most benefit for 
the soul.39 In particular, those such as travellers who had limited access to public worship 
and the preaching of the word were urged to take special care to engage in private 
meditation and other exercises, lest their spiritual health should suffer.40 The thrust of 
Baxter’s advice, therefore, was that believers should take hold of any opportunities that 
presented themselves to meditate for the promotion of their spiritual wellbeing.
According to Baxter, variations in ability also increased or limited the 
opportunities to meditate. Some were less able to focus their minds and concentrate on 
the subjects that brought spiritual benefit. In seeking to fulfil this duty they could become 
burdened and disheartened, even perhaps falling into a state of melancholy.41 Thus Baxter 
argued that only those of strong and sober mind ‘can carry on long and regular 
meditations. ’42 While this more systematic and methodical approach was best, shorter 
meditations were better than nothing.43 When writing to those on the edge of conversion
37 Ibid.,PW 1,256.
38 Ibid., PW1,390; DALD, PW3, 908.
39 Baxter, CD, PW 1,469.
40 Ibid., PW1,845-6. Cf. DALD, PW 3,953.
41 Baxter, CD, PW1,468. Cf. PMB, PW4, 228; DHM, 6.
42 Baxter, PMB, PW 4,244.
43 Baxter, CD, PW1,468. Cf. Baxter’s comments in a letter to Robert Boyle: ‘I know that sett methodicall 
meditations, are most excellent for those that are able to manage them: But shorter occasionall meditations 
are every mans hourly employment: The weakest heads, that cannot hold their Thoughts to Method, may 
manage these short reflexions to their benefit. & without any danger of overstraining their imaginations. As 
the most learned must not disdaine this way of cogitation, so women & weake persons may well make it
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to the faith, Baxter chose not ‘to prescribe ... any long or exact method for meditation,’
recognising their inability for such a work, and directed them to The Saints’ Everlasting
Rest if they desired a fuller approach.44 Baxter also believed that age diminished one’s
ability to meditate for lengthy periods of time.45 Yet although Baxter was prepared to
make these special considerations for those less able to devote themselves to longer
sessions of contemplation, he believed this would bear a cost in the effectiveness of the
intended outcome of the exercise, as the mind needed to dwell on truth for some time for
it to sink in and have its desired effect on life.46 Moreover, even taking into account these
concessions afforded on the basis of ability, Baxter thought the unfortunate truth was that
most believers failed to make sufficient use of both their abilities and their opportunities
to engage in the practice of meditation.4'
With characteristic Puritan emphasis, Baxter granted special significance to the
Lord’s Day as a most appropriate time for spiritual exercises. If meditation was a
Christian duty it was especially so on this day of the week, when, without neglecting
public and family worship, as much time as possible should be devoted to it and other
‘secret, holy duties’ .48 Baxter offered suggestions as to the profitable use of this day,
including some designated periods for meditation. It was fitting to begin the day thinking
about Christ’s resurrection, and later, the sermon preached in the assembly could furnish
material for further reflection.49 Being a day designed for ‘heart work’, it is not surprising
that in his treatise, Now or Never, Baxter advocated time spent in ‘the serious
their frequent profitable work. A little & often, is the dyet of the infirme.’ See Boyle, Boyle 
Correspondence, vol 2,476.
44 Baxter, DPSC, PW2,593.
45 Baxter, Obedient Patience (London, 1683), PW3,959. Cf. Baxter, CD, PW1,261.
46 Baxter, DALD, PW3,909; DHM, 19-20,23.
47 Baxter, DHM, 28.
48 Baxter, DALD, PW3,901,905,927; CF, PW4, 131.
49 Baxter, PMB, PW4,238-9; CD, PW1,472-3.
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contemplation of the life to come.’50 To Baxter’s mind, therefore, Sunday provided a time 
frame pregnant with opportunities for involvement in this holy exercise.
It is in his early work, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, that Baxter sets forth the 
fullest exposition of his suggestions for the time and length of meditation, though it must 
be remembered that it is heavenly contemplation that is specifically on view.51 Much of 
the material highlighted above echoes the more youthful thoughts located in this text. 
Baxter advocated a ‘set and constant’ time for the work. This was motivated by 
prudential rather than superstitious concerns: one would be less tempted to lay the duty 
aside if it had been slotted into a particular time of the day. It must also be ‘frequent ... 
once a day at least,’ so that it became practised and natural, an outcome that would breed 
appropriate affections towards God. Success would also be fed by choosing ‘the most 
seasonable time’. Here Baxter, like John Downame before him, distinguished between 
ordinary and extraordinary seasons.52 The ordinary season related to the regular daily 
practice of the duty. But Baxter, ever mindful of the sorts and conditions of the members 
of the community of faith, knew that what was seasonable to one person would be 
unseasonable to another. The nature of one’s employment, bodily temper, and the like, all 
contributed to these individual differences, although the Lord’s Day was considered 
seasonable for all. Baxter himself found ‘the evening, from sun-setting to twilight; and 
sometimes in the night’, to be the most suitable time to meditate, although when 
providing directions to those who sieep excessively he indicated that the morning hours 
were the best time for ‘holy exercise’.53 An hour or at least a half hour should be set aside
50 Baxter, CD, PW1,471. Baxter, Now or Never (London, 1662), PW2, 577.
51 In Part IV, chapter VII.
52 Downame, Gvide, Book V, chap. XV, 539.
53 Baxter, SER, PW3, 301,304; CD, PW1,340.
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each day for heavenly meditation .M The extraordinary performance of the work of 
meditation became seasonable at certain irregular periods in life, such as when God 
enlivens one’s spirit in a special way, when one is cast down by troubles or temptations, 
or when one is near to death. Baxter also refused to be dogmatic about the place and 
posture for meditation: whether indoors or outdoors, standing or sitting, individuals 
should choose what worked best for them. Baxter (as did many other Puritan writers) 
endorsed the example of Isaac who meditated while walking in the fields in the evening 
(Genesis 24:63).55 He also affirmed the value of privacy and cautioned against an over­
reaction to the monastic lifestyle: ‘We are fled so far from the solitude of superstition, 
that we have cast off the solitude of contemplative devotion.’56 These directions from 
Baxter, therefore, grant a degree of flexibility in the conduct of meditative practice, while 
still upholding the importance of the exercise within the broad framework of a faithful 
Christian lifestyle.
While Baxter advocated with vigour for the daily practice of meditation, his 
comments on the time and length of meditation are far less prescriptive than those found 
in some Counter Reformation meditative manuals. The most well known of these, St. 
Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises, is a good example. It functioned as a retreat 
manual, best designed for someone who can withdraw from the regular concerns of life 
for about thirty days to move through a progressive series of exercises. Ignatius insisted 
that at least an hour be spent in each of the five contemplations that will take place each
54 Baxter, S£/?,PW 3, 330.
55 In Ibid., PW3, 301, Baxter mentions that Joseph Hall also followed Isaac’s example. See also Huntley, 
Bishop Joseph Hall, 54. Kaufmann, Pilgrim's Progress, 118, indicates that Psalm 1 and Genesis 24:63 were 
two key Old Testament texts cited in justification of meditation by Puritan writers such as Richard Rogers 
and Richard Sibbes.
56 Baxter, SER, PW3, 299-304.
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day.57 Similarly with Luis de Granada’s Of Prayer and Meditation, which contains 
fourteen meditations, designed for use morning and evening over the period of a week.58 
For Baxter, however, meditation was not an exercise for a set period of time to provide 
some sort of boost to spiritual development, but was a component within the regular 
texture of Christian living; an ongoing discipline that, along with other duties such as 
bible reading, prayer and meeting with other believers, would provide the sustenance 
necessary to fight temptation and live the godly life.
Overall, it is evident that there are nuances in Baxter’s approach to the time and 
length of meditation, indicating an alertness to social circumstances. He understood that a 
well-functioning community comprised people called to a broad range of roles. Those 
callings involved markedly different responsibilities and opportunities for engaging in 
meditation and other spiritual exercises. Yet rather than advocating an identical procedure 
for all, he was attuned to this diversity and did not believe that demanding less would 
provoke irreparable spiritual damage to those lacking opportunity or ability. Application 
to the task was necessary and complete neglect of meditation would bring harm, but 
Baxter was wise enough to know that setting too high a standard could be crushing to a 
portion of his readers. As chapter five will demonstrate, however, despite the flexibility 
of his approach, the standards he promoted bore a spiritual and psychological cost to 
some who fell under his pastoral influence.
37 Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises, 24.
38 Granada, Of Prayer.
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Hindrances and helps to meditation
As already indicated, Baxter had deeply imbibed the Puritan understanding of life as a 
continuous pilgrimage toward the heavenly city, and was convinced that meditation was a 
vital aid in the believer’s progress on this journey. Critical to his approach, therefore, was 
the need to be alert to anything that might limit the benefit that can issue from meditative 
practice and also the provision of advice that might enable the practitioner to make the 
most effective use of it. There is nothing particularly specific about many of the matters 
that he mentioned in this regard—they were themes that reverberated through his writings 
and apply to the sanctified life more generally, even though the logic of their placement 
in this context is evident. Again, his approach is consistent with other Puritan writers 
such as Rogers and Downame, who had grasped the power of sinful inclinations in 
normal human functioning, and the need to make use of whatever helps and means were 
available to keep these in check and facilitate the effectiveness of devotional disciplines.59
The list of hindrances to meditation provided in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest 
reflects this, containing matters that challenge godly living at the general level as well as 
items that are more specifically related to meditation. The seven items listed are: (1) 
knowingly continuing in unmortified sin; (2) having an earthly mind; (3) keeping 
company with the ungodly; (4) disputing about the lesser truths of the faith; (5) having a 
proud spirit; (6) being lazy; and (7) engaging in the activities preparatory to meditation
59 Book Six of Downame, Gvide, is devoted to this subject as the subtitle indicates: ‘... intreating of the 
impediments which vsually hinder and discourage men from entring into, & proceeding in the Christian 
duties which are required vnto,and of the helps and meanes whereby they may be remoued.’ Similarly, in 
Rogers, Seven Treatises, the third treatise concerns means to promote godly living and the fifth treatise 
‘sheweth the lets which hinder the sincere course of the Christian life’.
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without moving to the fullness of the activity.60 Baxter detailed how these subjects 
interfered with meditation on heaven (or ‘heavenly conversation’), the particular focus of 
this work. Of note is the way that some of the key concerns that pertain to Baxter’s 
oeuvre have forged their way into this list. One example is the matter of inappropriate 
disputation (item 4). This subject is not something that would immediately spring to the 
mind of many practical Divines in their discussions of meditation, but for Baxter, so 
sensitive to disunity amongst Protestants and the consequent dangers for the 
commonwealth, it finds a place in this list. This concern for unity did not mean that 
Baxter was unconcerned about truth, even in matters perceived to be of small importance. 
Rather, for Baxter it was another case of failing to give ‘due proportion’ to the 
significance of certain truths, a problem which resulted in unbecoming disputation rather 
than the conduct of the heavenly life.61 Also of significance is the final item on Baxter’s 
list, the problem of seemingly being on the trajectory toward heavenly meditation but 
never quite attaining to its actual practice. Baxter warned how easy it was to be self- 
deceived at this point. One may read, study, preach, pray and talk of heaven, but these do 
not equate to the heavenly life. Ministers in particular needed to be alert to this danger.62 
Baxter, therefore, was attuned to potential impediments to fruitful meditative activity, and 
those he listed reflect something of his pastoral sensitivities.
When Baxter turned to set forth several helps to contemplating heaven it is 
notable that some of these blend into the process of meditation itself. Ten ‘duties’ are 
listed: (1) labour to know what a treasure heaven is; (2) seek to be assured that heaven 
belongs to you; (3) work at knowing how close heaven is; (4) spend time discussing
60 Baxter, S£/?,PW3, 280-9.
61 Ibid., PW3,284.
62 Ibid., PW3,288-9.
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heaven with others; (5) use every duty as a means to push the affections closer to heaven; 
(6) utilise all objects and providences in life to remind the soul of the rest to come; (7) be 
much in praise to God; (8) frequently think upon the love of God; (9) be open to the 
motions of the Spirit of God; and (10) maintain the health of the body.63 At a number of 
points he highlights the importance of thinking carefully about key truths until they move 
the affections, which, as will be shown below, is a process central to Baxter’s actual 
method of meditationSimilarly, his advice to make spiritual use of creatures and to 
reflect upon God’s providences is fundamentally a type of meditation. Thus meditation 
on other subjects is being pressed into the service of the special duty of heavenly 
meditation. This reinforces the suggestion that there is continuity between Baxter’s 
specific model of meditation and his understanding of the essential nature of Christian 
living. The final item on Baxter’s list testifies to the integrative nature of his 
anthropology that assumed a close connection between body and soul in a manner 
consistent with Aristotelian and Thomistic psychological theories that remained dominant 
in his era.65 Baxter was convinced that the state of the body has its impact on the soul and 
therefore the body must be cared for, but not in a way that grants opportunity for sensual 
indulgence.66
In comparison to these listings in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, the material found 
in The Divine Life has a more theological bent. Part III of this latter work is a 
commendation of the practice of ‘conversing with God in solitude,’ which is, in effect,
63 Ibid., PW 3,289-95.
64 Ibid., PW 3,289. For example, ‘Know heaven to be the only treasure,’ he states, ‘... and this conviction 
must sink into thy affections; for if it be only a notion, it will have little operation.’
65 On this connection in Aristotelian psychology see Katharine Park, "The Organic Soul," in The 
Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy, ed. Charles B. Schmitt and Quentin Skinner (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), especially 468-84; Bamborough, Little World, chaps 4-5.
66 Baxter, SER, PW 3,295.
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meditation. The language of ‘hindrances and helps’ is absent, but there are directions on 
‘what you should do to attain and manage this converse with God.’ First, conversation 
with God is impossible without being reconciled to him. Second, such acceptance is 
found only through the mediatory work of Christ. Direction three warns of seeking 
communion with God while harbouring sin in one’s life, and the fourth of the dangers of 
idolatrous devotion to anything creaturely. The fifth is a summons to ‘live by faith,’ 
firmly grasping God’s promises and commands and living in accordance with them. 
Finally, Baxter urged his readers ‘to watch your hearts,’ lest there be a competitor that 
might draw one away from divine friendship.67 What is apparent in Baxter’s discussion in 
this treatise is that meditation is not only of spiritual benefit to the practitioner, but also is 
an articulation of the divine-human relationship. Hence the activity will run askew unless 
the one utilising the method appreciates the nature and character of God and the 
importance of relating to him only on the basis of the terms that he has authorised. For 
Baxter, therefore, there is a confluence between the essential soteriological structure of 
the faith and the ongoing pursuit of sanctification.
To this point, the hindrances and helps to meditation mentioned in two of Baxter’s 
treatises have been considered; what do his other w'orks contribute to this subject? He 
does provide some further specific warnings and advice, but these function in a more ad 
hoc fashion rather than operating at any systematic level. Such advice tended to occur in 
contexts where Baxter was offering guidance about particular sins or difficulties and 
where he mentioned that one consequence of these troubles is the negative impact they 
have on one’s ability to meditate. Baxter was convinced that any coddling of the fleshly
67 Baxter, DL, PW 3,875-7.
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appetite would shift the soul’s direction away from worthy pursuits like meditation to 
baser things.68 At various times in his works he provides examples of this problem. The 
love of money, gluttony, getting too much sleep, and impatience are all mentioned as 
impediments to effective meditation, as are four particular passions—anger, grief, fear 
and excessive pleasure in earthly things.69 Distracting and worldly thoughts, even the 
cares and troubles associated with marriage, are also listed as obstacles.70 Threats may 
also arise from sources external to the body and soul, and Baxter warned of Satan’s desire 
to tempt the believer away from the practice.71 The general picture that characterised 
these discussions in Baxter’s works was the need to be alert to all the threatening forces 
involved in the spiritual battle. In terms of further helps to meditation, a number of ideas 
are scattered throughout A Christian Directory, such as being well prepared for the task 
by having matter suitable for profitable meditation in readiness, reading Scripture or ‘a 
warm and quickening book’ to excite the soul for the task, or even engaging in fasting 
and other such mortifying exercises.72 An astute awareness of these hindrances and helps 
was of such significance to the effective practice of meditation that Baxter recommended 
making them the subject of holy conversation with other believers.73
What must be noted here are the Protestant soteriological assumptions that 
underlie these helps and hindrances. Totally absent was any sense of specialised 
technique that enabled one to move into this delightful state of fellowship with the divine. 
Rather, there was an outline of some of the basic and essential principles of what it means
68 Baxter, LF, PW3,718.
69 Baxter, CD, PW1,221,256, 311 -12, 341,784; OP, PW3,931.
70 Baxter, DALD, PW 3,902; CD, PW1,256, 399. Cf. DHM, 20-1.
71 Baxter, CD, PW1,52, 110; UI, PW2, 355.
72 Baxter, CD, PW1,241,386, 690.
73 Ibid., PW 1,466.
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to be in a right relationship with God through faith in Christ, and how believers must be 
attuned to the reality of indwelling sin in their life and the temptations that might lure 
them from a steadfast faith in the sufficiency of Christ’s work. Careful attention to these 
helps and hindrances would facilitate the effective communion with God that is the 
birthright of the regenerate. Contrast this, for example, with the approach of Ignatius of 
Loyola, who advocated the same preparatory prayer for all contemplations and 
meditations, maintained that exterior penances could procure graces and gifts from God, 
and suggested numerous other ritualistic practices as means to effective meditation.74 The 
net effect of Baxter’s approach, therefore, in continuity with other English practical 
Divines, was to grant a normalising status to the activity of meditation that runs counter 
to Catholic emphases.
Meditation as a difficult discipline
Baxter was fully aware that meditation was no easy task and that it required the utmost
diligence and discipline to yield the benefits possible from its employment. He articulated
the challenges faced by those seeking to be heavenly-minded:
... to separate thoughts and affections from the world; to force them to a work of so high a nature; 
to draw forth all our graces in their order, and exercise each on its proper object; to hold them to
74 See, for example, Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises, 4 1 ,5 1 ,98ff. E. Harris Harbison notes also the optimistic 
view of the human will within Ignatius’ approach to meditation: ‘Loyola came out of his (spiritual! struggle 
believing that both God and Satan are external to man, that man has the power to choose between them, and 
that by disciplined use of his imagination ... he can so strengthen his will as to make the choice for God. 
Where Luther and Protestantism ended in a belief in predestination and the utter sovereignty of God,
Loyola and the Catholic Church insisted upon man’s free will and his power to cooperate with God —even, 
according to Loyola, to the point of influencing the course of the battle between the armies of God and of 
Satan by his choice. ... Loyola glorified [man’s free will] and set out to discipline it by the use of the 
imagination. The record of his method [ is] Spiritual Exercises' See E. Harris Harbison, The Age of 
Reformation (New York: Cornell University Press, 1955), 83-4. Cited from Stachniewski, Persecutory 
Imagination, 35-6.
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this till they perceive success, and till the work doth thrive and prosper in their hands. This, this is 
the difficult task.75
It was a skill that needed to be learned and that benefited much from practice.76 No profit 
would issue when conducted in an ‘unconstant, cold, and cursory’ manner.77 Baxter 
considered it a duty of a different order to many others in the Christian life. He contrasted 
meditation with prayer, noting that ‘the new nature of a Christian is more immediately 
and vigorously operative in prayer,’ and that able practitioners of prayer might find their 
endeavours in meditation much more of a struggle.76 It was not an instantaneous fruit of 
conversion or an experience that arose directly from the Spirit’s impulse upon the soul 
without any human effort. Due to the fact that effort was required, Baxter believed 
laziness to be the greatest threat to its effective practice,79 and was convinced that many 
would stumble at this point.80 Because of an inherent tendency to indolence within the 
mortal frame, Baxter maintained that it was requisite for the human will to be resolute 
and to fulfil its responsibility to bring the determinations of the intellect to execution; in 
other words, knowing what ought to be done was not enough and a negligent will had the 
potential to hamstring even the best of intentions.81 Thus, while in one sense every 
believer ‘walks with God’ by virtue of being reconciled to him, to Baxter’s mind the 
reality was that the ‘sublimer sense’ of the term, ‘as it signifieth a lively exercise of faith 
and love, and heavenly-mindedness, and a course of complatential contemplation, and
75 Baxter, SER, PW3, 287.
76 Baxter, CD, PW1,233; DHM, 30.
77 Baxter, SM, PW3, 1006.
78 Baxter, D L,PW 3,816.
79 Baxter, SER, PW3, 286.
80 Baxter, CD, PW1,273: ‘It is easy to write and read directions [for meditation]; but I fear lest 
slothfulness, through the difficulty of practice, will frustrate my directions to the most.’
81 Ibid., PW 1,255-6.
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holy converse with God’, could only be attributed ‘to some of the sounder and more 
vigilant, industrious believers.’82
As difficult as it was, Baxter believed that meditation was worth all the effort 
involved. He held that it was in fact a privilege to engage in this holy exercise, even a 
‘sacred delight.’83 What could be more wonderful than this intimate association with the 
divine? Hence there is a tension within Baxter’s discourses on meditation—the dutiful 
pursuit of heavenly conversation brought profound joy, yet it demanded hard work. For 
Baxter, this tension reflected the battle of the two natures within the human soul: the 
renewed nature with its rightly ordered desires and the fleshly disposition that continued 
to resist any holy agenda. Baxter was deeply aware of this friction in his own experience, 
lamenting the struggle he had to ‘ascend’ in his mind to God.84 At times it seems that the 
exhortations in his writings were as much directed to himself as to his readers, as he 
sought to arouse his own yearnings to the task. But difficult though the execution of the 
duty might be, Baxter was convinced that the rewards were well worth the effort.
Success in meditation depended upon a blend of responsible human effort and 
divine assistance. Baxter believed that it was naive, indeed presumptuous, to assume that 
one’s own conscientiousness was all that was necessary to achieve a profitable outcome 
from meditation. ‘Think not that your life and strength are radically in yourselves’, wrote 
Baxter; ‘go to him by renewed acts of faith, by whom you must be quickened.’85 All must 
be undertaken in dependence upon God, prayerfully seeking his assistance and blessing,
82 Baxter, DL, PW 3,812.
83 Baxter, LF, PW3.719.
84 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1021, 1057. Cf. DL, PW 3,877.
85 Baxter, CD, PW 1,258.
199
for ultimately it was only his blessing ‘that makes it do you good. ’86 It was through God’s 
Spirit that this divine help was given, held Baxter. The Spirit inclined the heart to due 
diligence, and acquainted it with the heavenly realities.87 At times the Spirit might grant a 
special empowering for the duty of meditation and the recipient ought to make the most 
of such opportunities.88 But whether this help at the extraordinary level was present or 
not, the conduit for this activity was the regular workings of the human soul, by means of 
the understanding, will and other faculties.89 Baxter maintained that there was a ‘circular 
motion’ whereby whatever gracious dealings one has received from God must be met 
with the appropriate response of love and devotion to him.90 Furthermore, the regular 
operations of the Spirit in helping in meditation occurred ‘according to our capacity and 
disposition, and not in the way of infallible inspiration, and therefore there is much of our 
weakness and error usually mixed with the Spirit’s help, in the product.’91 Thus in these 
workings Baxter believed that grace did not overturn nature but functioned in 
concurrence with it.
At this point Baxter was very much at odds with another stream of Protestant 
Christianity in seventeenth-century England: those that were often termed ‘Enthusiasts’ 
or ‘Fanatics’ .92 While those associated with these groups had links with the Puritan 
movement93 they held a different understanding of how the Spirit functioned within 
Christian experience. This grouping granted the Spirit an immediacy of operation in
86 Baxter, CF, PW4, 131; CD, PW 1,261.
87 Baxter, PMB, PW4, 254; CD, PW1,72 5 , cf. 133; LF, PW3, 576.
88 Baxter, CD, PW 1,71.
89 Baxter, D L,PW 3,817.
90 Baxter, LF, PW 3,693.
91 Ibid., PW 3,730.
92 Baxter himself often used these descriptors. For example, UI, PW2, 245; Reliquiae, II. vi. Note also 
Keeble, Richard Baxter, 31-2.
93 See the discussion on the meaning of Puritanism in the Introduction.
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human life that bypassed the usual constraints of the natural workings of the faculties of 
the soul. The sect most associated with this understanding was the Quakers, and Baxter 
consistently critiqued their viewpoint, perceiving great dangers in their approach.94 
Baxter endorsed the orthodox Puritan doctrine of the Spirit, which stressed the operation 
of divine power through the agency of means.9^ The regular processes of psychological 
functioning were one such means, which Baxter believed had been structured into the 
human soul according to the creative purpose of God. Such an understanding was one 
reason why Baxter placed such strong emphasis upon the believer’s responsibilities in the 
practice of meditation. While he acknowledged that God was at work through his Spirit 
to enable Christians in the fulfilment of their duties, he also held that such assistance 
should never serve as an incentive for complacency or ill-discipline. The consequence of 
such a conception was an accent on human responsibility within Baxter’s practical 
writings, an emphasis that proved burdensome to some of his readers.96
Topics for meditation
Baxter recommended as suitable for meditation the full range of subjects endorsed by 
others within the Puritan tradition, yet with a clear sense of priority. Various descriptors,
94 See amongst Baxter’s works particularly Richard Baxter, The Quakers Catechism (London, 1655),
Baxter, OSQ. See also his discussion on the nature of true and false zeal, with his warning to ‘Be very 
suspicious of your Religious passions’. See CCD, 121-7. For discussion of this difference in understanding 
see Nuttall, Holy Spirit; Adam, "Word and Spirit."; Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", chap. 9. For other 
critiques of enthusiasts, see Susan James, Passion and Action: The Emotions in Seventeenth-Century 
Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 232-3.
95 Baxter, CD, PW1,70: ‘There is an admirable, unsearchable concurrence of the Spirit, and his appointed 
means, and the will of man ... in all the exercises of grace’. Cf. DL, PW 3,804: ‘God will have external 
objective means and internal effective means concur, because he will work on man agreeably to the nature 
of man.’
96 See chapter five below.
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such as ‘greater,’ ‘most excellent,’ ‘joyful’ and ‘delightful,’ capture this emphasis.97 In A 
Christian Directory he set out ‘the order of subjects to be meditated, according to their 
excellency.’ In descending order these subjects are: God, the redeemer Christ, heaven, the 
experience of heaven, humanity’s redemption, the covenant of grace, the Spirit’s work of 
sanctification, ‘all the graces that make up God’s image on the soul,’ the church, the work 
of the gospel, one’s own salvation, the salvation of others, the public good, our bodily 
welfare, the bodily welfare of neighbours, and finally ‘those things that do but remotely 
tend to these.’98 By way of contrast, the list in The Poor Man's Family Book had a more 
personal bent, where the focus was upon the advantage to the practitioner’s heart. Many 
of the subjects are the same, but he states the benefit that will accrue from granting due 
attention to each subject, such as how they build faith in God and love for God. This list 
includes meditation on sins and temptations so they might be avoided and overcome.99 
One can understand why this matter would be omitted from a catalogue of the more 
excellent topics, while still being an important matter for meditation. Elsewhere in his 
writings Baxter often mentioned the trilogy of God, Christ and heaven as being the most 
worthy of the mind’s attentiveness, and sometimes he would list a variety of topics that 
reflect something of one or both of the listings from A Christian Directory or The Poor 
Man's Family Book}00 The logic underlying his preferences is that the greater the object 
of focus, the greater the benefit to the soul, and this is what Baxter always was reaching 
for—a thought life that would nourish practical godliness.101 As he said, ‘Meditating on
97 Baxter, OTN, PW 4,763; CD, PW1,257, 59; SPFHS, PW4,974.
98 Baxter, CD, PW 1,257.
99 Baxter, PMB, PW4, 244.
100 E.g. Baxter, OTN, PW 4,763; SPFHS, PW 4,974.
101 Baxter, DL, PW 3,834. Cf. CD, PW1,468.
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great and weighty truths, makes great and weighty Christians. ’ 102 This also explains his 
direction that when meditating upon smaller matters it is best to refer them back to the 
more significant topics, in particular, God: ‘Take in God, if you would feel life and power 
in all that you meditate on . ’ 103 Baxter, therefore, promoted subjects for meditation that 
were consistent with the tradition of English practical divinity.
Yet it is in an earlier section of A Christian Directory that Baxter provided his 
most comprehensive treatment of matters suitable for meditation. Before discussing 
meditation itself, he offered ‘Directions to furnish the Mind with Good Thoughts,’ and it 
was here that Baxter’s emphases are most evident. He maintained that all believers 
should think upon these matters as a means to holy living. An examination of this section, 
and filling out its content with reference to some of his other works, provides a good 
understanding of the topics for meditation that are apt for a holy life. In keeping with a 
lengthy tradition in western intellectual thought, perhaps best exemplified in Aquinas, 
Baxter first urged his readers to be deeply aware of what is in their own best interests and 
the nature of their true end. 103 Without such a first principle, Baxter was convinced that 
the thought world inevitably ran askew.10> With such an alignment in place, Baxter then 
recommended thoughts of God. Just as the angels and saints in heaven never tire of 
thinking upon God, there is a continual and inextinguishable source for profitable and 
delightful reflection for the believer on earth in the person and attributes of the divine. 100 
This emphasis on a thought life intimately conversant with God became a dominant 
theme in The Divine Life, particularly Parts II and III, which spell out what it means to
102 Baxter, CD, PW 1,258.
103 Ibid., PW 1,257-8.
104 See Kerr, "Thomas Aquinas." 21 If.
105 Baxter, CD, PW1,249-50. Cf. DL, PW3,841-2.
106 Baxter, CD, PW1,250, cf. 261.
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‘walk’ and ‘converse’ with God.107 The third direction is to think upon the world to come. 
This is a subject of such significance for Baxter that it will be considered in some detail 
below. For now, it is worth noting that in this section he directed his readers to Scripture 
to find descriptions of heaven and those who were prepared to take hold of these truths by 
faith would have no lack of profitable material for their thoughts.108 Baxter next 
mentions thinking about the love of God. Whatever the human soul is enamoured with 
tends to dominate the thoughts, so if the love of God has captured the heart, the mind will 
have no difficulty remaining engaged upon him.109 Therefore kindling love for God in the 
heart becomes a priority, something that paradoxically is one of the outcomes of the 
process of meditation itself. Such circularity, whereby Christian duties feed and reinforce 
each other, is not uncommon in Baxter’s practical theology.110 Baxter then directed his 
readers to thinking upon Jesus Christ and the work of human redemption, another subject 
of such fullness that it provides deep treasures for reflection.* 111
Echoing a characteristic Puritan emphasis that was highlighted in chapter two, 
Baxter’s sixth direction was to think upon the word of God. The Scriptures are a treasury 
of doctrines, laws, histories, examples and promises that can worthily occupy one’s 
thoughts.112 Baxter was totally opposed to ‘the doctrine of the papists’ that kept the Bible 
at arm’s length from the ordinary believer and he frequently invoked the injunction to 
meditate on the word day and night (Psalm 1:2) as a text relevant for all.113 This is of a 
piece with the democratising tendencies found elsewhere in Baxter’s spirituality, that
107 Baxter, DL, PW 3,811-78. Note especially 815,831,834,866.
108 Baxter, CD, PW1,250-1, cf. 18.
109 Ibid., PW1,251. Cf. RCR, PW 2,45.
110 Cf. Baxter, LF, PW3,693.
111 Baxter, CD, PW 1,251.
112 Ibid., PW 1,251-2.
113 Ibid., PW1,716, cf. 341,553,616, 679; DT, PW3, 1030; SB, PW2, 665, 697,729; VI, PW2, 313.
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refused to admit that only a certain class of people were fit for certain activities. While 
Baxter recognised that some will have greater opportunities and abilities in the skill of 
meditation, his approach was characteristic of the Protestant emphasis upon the 
priesthood of all believers that undercut any sense of spiritual elitism. Meditation on the 
word brings ‘improvement’ to God’s truth, enabling this ‘food of their souls’ to be 
digested and utilised in practice. 114 Such meditation also leads the practitioner into a 
deeper understanding of God’s truth and will enable sermons to be heard with greater 
profit. 115
Baxter’s next direction was to think upon oneself, not in the sense of self- 
examination or awareness of one’s individuality, but as a careful reflection upon what it 
meant to be a person made in God’s image. The human body is wondrous enough, 
maintained Baxter, but the soul reflects God’s likeness more clearly than anything else 
under heaven and thus was worthy of careful attention.116 Here Baxter followed in the 
tradition of Augustine, who proposed that the Trinity could be understood by way of 
analogy through a study of the faculties of the soul. 117 Although not a topic of the same 
excellence of those already mentioned, Baxter’s eighth direction, to dwell upon the ‘sins, 
and wants, and weakness of thy soul,’ was also necessary. Evil could be turned to good 
by learning to hate it and avoid it, and the practice of reflecting upon past and present sins 
would feed this process. 118 Similarly, direction nine commended thoughtfulness upon
114 Baxter, SB, PW2, 667; DL, PW 3,834; CD, PW1, 110; \Jl, PW2, 312-3.
115 Baxter, CD, PW1,473. Cf. Baxter, The Arrogancy of Reason against Divine Revelations, PW2, 390.
116 Baxter, CD, PW 1,252.
117 For Augustine, the three faculties that reflect the Trinitarian image are memory, intelligence and will.
See Gareth B. Matthews, ed. Augustine: On the Trinity Books 8-J5, Cambridge Texts in the History of 
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Rist, "Augustine," 11. For Baxter’s belief that 
the structure of the rational soul informs us of the nature of God see Baxter, EDC, iv; Cath. Theol., Book I, 
3; Baxter, The Mother's Catechism, PW4, 36.
118 Baxter, CD, PW 1,252.
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another unsavoury topic, Satan, highlighting the importance of being attuned to his 
methods so that spiritual ruin could be avoided. 119
Baxter then presented a wide ranging subject for one’s thoughts: the world and all 
created objects and beings within it. Baxter held to an integrated cosmology that 
connected everything back to its divine source. Nothing creaturely ought to be separated 
‘from God, who is the life, and glory, and end, and meaning of every creature. ’ 120 Thus 
the Creator could be seen in his works and the primary and essential attributes of his 
character, that is, his wisdom, power and goodness, are evident in the created sphere, 
although the exact nature of this truth is often hard to discern.121 Furthermore, in keeping 
with standard medieval thinking that identified the Trinity as the principium essentialis of 
all created things, 122 Baxter maintained that the vestigia Trinitatis are imprinted not only 
on the human soul (as noted above) but upon all that is creaturely. Calvin, as well as 
Reformed thinkers that followed in his wake, saw no difficulty in affirming a revelation 
of God in the created order, as long as this disclosure was understood in a non-salvific 
sense. That is, they affirmed that true knowledge of God could be obtained from the 
world, but such knowledge was insufficient to save human beings from their sins. 123 
Baxter, however, while denying that this knowledge through the creatures was a means to
1,9 Ibid., PW 1,252-3.
120 Ibid., PW1,253. Cf. Baxter’s comment, ‘To think ... or treat of any Creatures, abstractly, leaving out the 
knowledge of the Creator, is not properly to know it, but to dote or erre'. See ‘To the Reader’, John Bryan, 
Dwelling with God, the Interest and Duty of Believers (London, 1670), sig. A5V.
121 Baxter, CD, PW1, 128, 147, 220, 253,698; SER, PW3, 292; DL, PW 3,832,836, 869; LF, PW 3,630-1; 
RCR, PW2, 17-18,47,73-4, 135-8; Letter to Robert Boyle 14 June 1665, Boyle, Boyle Correspondence, 
vol 2,477-8.
122 Muller, PRRD 1,437; George P. Fisher, "The Theology of Richard Baxter," Bibliotheca Sacra and 
American Biblical Repository 9 (1852), 157.
123 See the discussion in Richard A. Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and 
Development of Reformed Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725, Second ed., 4 vols., vol. II: Holy Scripture 
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2003), 151-2. See also the comments in chapter two relating to 
meditation upon the creatures.
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salvation,124 does deviate from classic Reformed formulations in suggesting a rational 
rather than exclusively revealed basis for the doctrine of the Trinity. As Carl Trueman 
has argued, Baxter drew upon the metaphysics of the Renaissance scholar Tommaso 
Campanella to enable him to make this connection and in so doing opened the possibility 
for developing a natural theology on rationalist grounds. 125 Despite this tendency,
Baxter’s perspective that creatures must be understood in connection with God was 
actually a preventative against idolatry —nothing other than God will be worshipped if 
everything ‘other’ is always perceived in relation to the one who created it.126
Yet, according to Baxter, God’s involvement with the world was far from limited 
to his stamp upon the creation, as the eleventh direction indicates, with its summons to 
the reader not to neglect God’s providential ordering of events. Whether the events are 
positive or negative, in the past or in the present, are great or small—they all provide grist 
for the thought mill of the earnest seeker of spiritual advancement. 127 There is a world­
view at work here: every event lay under God’s sovereign hand and thus should be 
employed for its true end, to lead the believer closer to God. Once again, Baxter’s advice 
was backed by his own experience. At various points in the Reliquiae Baxterianae and in 
some of his other works he set forth some of God’s providential workings in his own life 
and the lessons learned from them.128
124 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. ii, 200.
125Trueman, "Small Step." See also Dewey D. Wallace Jr., "Natural Theology among the Dissenters: 
Richard Baxter and His Circle," in Annual Meeting of the American Society of Church History 
(Washington, D. C., 1992).
126 Baxter, DL, PW3, 814-5; CD, P W 1,258; Baxter’s ‘To the Reader’ in Bryan, Dwelling with God. 
(Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, 774.). For an extended discussion on Baxter’s views on lawful and 
unlawful images, see Baxter, CD, PW1,696-9.
127 Baxter, CD, PW1,25 3 , cf. 145, 520. See also LF, PW 3,631; DT, PW 3,978; RCR, PW2, 28; TKLC, 
PW4, 633.
128 Cf. Baxter, RCR, PW2, 129-30.
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Baxter’s twelfth direction was to ‘understand all the lineaments and beauty of 
God’s image upon a holy soul’ . 129 At first glance this appears to repeat the seventh 
direction, but the particular focus here is upon knowing how various graces function and 
the benefits they bring. In a short paragraph Baxter lists over twenty-five graces worthy 
of consideration, from faith and love to zeal and fortitude. 130 Then there is a switch to the 
divine dimension in the process of sanctification, and the summons is to be attuned to the 
motions of the Spirit upon the soul so that best use can be made of them. 131 Knowledge of 
one’s duty to God, others and oneself comprises the fourteenth direction. Clearly evident 
are characteristic Puritan pre-occupations: alertness to the importance of duty, diligence 
in serving God aright, and the value of fulfilling one’s social responsibilities to enable the 
good ordering of communal life. 132 Direction fifteen functions as a subset of the eleventh, 
recommending reflection not on God’s providential workings generally, but upon his 
particular mercies. 133 Baxter suggested that calling to mind the evidence of God’s love in 
the past provides assurance for the future and breeds love, the most pre-eminent of 
affections, within the believer’s own soul. 134
Direction sixteen turned to a less positive subject. Baxter reminded his readers of 
the coming righteous judgement and thus the need to be thoughtfully prepared for such a 
sober event. 13:1 If this register of topics was not enough to turn human thoughts in right 
directions, Baxter intimated that God would gain their attention in a more painful 
manner, by means of afflictions. His warning was clear: ‘Put not God to remember you
129
130
Baxter, CD, PW 1,253. 
Ibid.
131 Ibid., PW 1,253-4.
132 Ibid., PW 1,254.
133 Ibid.
134 Baxter, TKLC, PW4, 636-7.
135 Baxter, CD, PW 1,254.
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by his spur, and help your meditations by so sharp a means! ’ 136 Yet Baxter still was not 
finished, and mentions three more topics for thought to round the list up to twenty. 
Direction eighteen referred more to a means of being appropriately thoughtful rather than 
to specific content. That is, Baxter held that diligence in day-to-day responsibilities was a 
good means of keeping sinful thoughts at bay and the mind focused on more appropriate 
topics. 137 Then there is the suggestion to make use of spiritual helps and ordinances, such 
as prayer, reading and holy conference, to fill the mind with good thoughts, and finally, 
‘if all of these do not sufficiently furnish your meditations,’ consider the world full of sin 
and misery and how needful it is of compassionate thought and prayer. 138
One detects that in a list like this Baxter did not follow a precise logical structure, 
and that it reflects his stream of consciousness at the time of writing. It is a long list of 
topics; but is it comprehensive statement of Baxter’s perspective? Are there other 
subjects for meditation recommended by him that do not fall within its purview? Overall, 
there is a completeness to this arrangement. Yet Baxter’s desire to promote careful and 
right thinking about everything in life means that, in one sense, he could never provide an 
all-embracing list of subjects. Everything relates in some way to one’s spiritual condition 
and therefore is worthy of reflection. Even evil thoughts need to be thought about so that 
they can be avoided. 139 So, often when he discussed a particular matter he urged 
meditation upon it. For example, preparation for the Lord’s Day should involve 
meditating on the key spiritual truths associated with that day; similarly, preparation for
136 Ibid.
137 Ibid., PW 1,254-5.
138 Ibid.,PW 1,255.
139 Ibid., PW 1,247.
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the sacrament involves meditation on its nature and use; and the aged should spend time 
thinking about their death so that they might face it well.140
What Baxter consistently stressed in his works was the inexhaustible supply of 
topics for thought that can bring spiritual benefit. If the mind had drifted to idleness or to 
thinking of worldly matters it was not due to want of profitable subject material, but 
rather to a corruption of nature that had turned the heart from matters of true substance 
and value. In particular, God, Christ, heaven and the Scriptures were a reservoir for 
spiritual nourishment and ought to be much in the thoughts of all who earnestly sought 
after God.
The method of heavenly meditation
It is with the subject of heavenly meditation that Baxter made his unique contribution to 
the English meditative tradition. To meditate on heaven had not been a novel practice —it 
had been a dominant theme since Augustine’s bifurcation of all existence in The City of 
God and Leclercq correctly notes that devotion to heaven was a key motif within 
monastic spirituality.141 But Baxter’s work in this area afforded heavenly meditation a 
heightened significance both within western Christendom as a whole as well as within the 
evolving Protestant and Puritan tradition. His advocacy of this practice assumed a passion 
never seen hitherto, and he set forth and exemplified a clear method for making it a 
reality in the everyday life of ordinary believers, something that other practical Divines
140 Baxter, CF, PW4, 131; PMB, PW4, 243; CD , PW1,521.
141 Dom Jean Leclercq, Dom Francios Vandenbroucke, and Louis Bouyer, The Spirituality o f the Middle 
Ages, trans. Carlisle The Benedictines of Holme Eden Abbey, vol. 2, A History of Christian Spirituality 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1982), 124. Note also the comments in chapter two above.
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had not done. Take, for example, one of Baxter’s favourite authors, Richard Sibbes. 
Sibbes was at pains to urge believers to set heaven before their souls: ‘this sight is a 
changing sight’ and ‘the soul is never in a better frame than when it is lift up above 
earthly things’, were his claims. Yet rather than offering suggestions how to do this he 
seemed to assume that the practice was straightforward.142 Baxter, on the other hand, not 
only offered a method, but one that was very thorough. Three key treatises, The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest, The Life of Faith, and Dying Thoughts, provide the bulk of the 
information on Baxter’s method of heavenly meditation. When Baxter wrote a farewell 
letter to his ‘Dear Freinds at Kidderminster’ approximately twenty years after ceasing his 
pastoral labours amongst them, he commends these works as providing the necessary 
material for ‘11|he practise of a heavenly conversation’.143 The date of this letter (circa 
1681) demonstrates that Baxter’s essential approach to heavenly meditation did not shift 
throughout his lifetime. Each of these works will be considered in turn, noting how 
different contexts and circumstances produce variations in emphasis in the approach he 
advised.
(a) The Saints’ Everlasting Rest
As previously indicated, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest was forged in the crucible of 
Baxter’s own experience. While serving as a chaplain to Edward Whalley’s regiment in 
the Parliamentary forces, he fell ill, and fearing that death was imminent, turned his mind 
to consider his ‘everlasting rest,’ something which proved to be of profound personal
142 Grosart, ed. Sibbes, The Soul's Conflict with Itself, Vol 1, 168; 'A Glance of Heaven', Vol 4 ,72 .
143 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1064 (Letters, iv. 232), 223.
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benefit. 144 To stem the wandering of his mind, he found it helpful to write down his 
meditations, and over time these lengthened into the published treatise, although the end 
result was far different from what he originally envisaged: ‘The first and last Parts were 
first done, being all that I intended for my own use; and the second and third Parts came 
afterwards in besides my first Intention. ’ 145 The second part, providing proofs that 
Scripture is the word of God and proofs for the reality of the heavenly rest, is of a 
different character to the remainder of the work. It lacks something of the strong 
hortatory and personal character that pervades the other portions. 146 Baxter admitted that 
this section of the work was in part a response to his own doubts, yet it moves well 
beyond this private concern to function as an apologetic even for unbelievers. Baxter had 
a mindset that was always striving for comprehensiveness and this evidential section 
fitted naturally within the logic of the whole, for, as he puts it, ‘who will set his heart on 
the goodness of a thing that is not certain of its truth? ’ 147 Thus what was intended to be 
‘but the Quantity of a Sermon or two’ expanded into a lengthy work with a much broader 
purpose than his own edification. 148
Baxter’s definition of heavenly meditation provides an indication of key aspects 
of his method. The duty he urged he describes as ‘the set and solemn acting of all the
144 Baxter, SER, PW3, 'Dedication', 1-2.
145 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 108. See also SER, PW3, 'A Premonition', 7. The structure of The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest followed the traditional Puritan custom (notable in many of their writings but particularly 
in their preaching) of stating a doctrine and then expounding the usefulness of the doctrine for the believer. 
Part I sets forth the doctrine contained in one verse of Scripture, Hebrews 4:9, that ‘there remaineth a rest 
for the people of God.’ Part II functions as an interlude to provide a rational grounding for the truthfulness 
of Scripture and the certainty that an everlasting rest does await. It is Parts III and IV that articulate the 
‘uses’ of the doctrine. The section of the work that Baxter believed was most critical, that which elaborates 
on the practice of heavenly meditation itself, is located in Part IV under Use seven: ‘Reproving our 
unwillingness to die’.
146 Keeble, Richard Baxter, 14.
147 Baxter, SER, PW3, 'A Premonition', 7.
148 Baxter, Reliquiae, I. i, 108; Keeble, Richard Baxter, 14: ‘what had been a private preparation for death 
became a consolation for the saints and finally a challenge to the unbeliever.’
212
powers of the soul upon this most perfect object, rest, by meditation.’ This is a carefully 
articulated definition, indicated by the fact that Baxter immediately provides an 
exposition of it. He begins by noting that only a converted soul, renewed by God’s grace 
working through his Spirit, is ‘able to perform this holy exercise.’ And perform they 
must—the word ‘acting’ is highly significant, for Baxter’s concern was that whatever 
holy dispositions have been wrought by divine power must be put into action. He 
believed that a ‘power of the soul’ that did not issue in action was a contradiction in 
terms. The ‘soul’ referred to in this case was the rational soul. The sensitive soul had its 
own form of meditation ( ‘by the common sense, the fantasy and estimation’) but this was 
of a different order to that which the rational soul could engage in.149 The word ‘all’ in the 
definition is also significant. For Baxter, it was not enough that truths be apprehended; 
the understanding must fulfil its function of presenting them to the will that can then 
‘commend them to the affections’ so that the affections are fully taken up with God. The 
key to this duty, therefore, was to move truth from the head to the heart. Finally, Baxter 
distinguishes this type of meditation from other forms in two ways: the type of act and its 
object. This activity was ‘set and solemn,’ that is, a disciplined fulfilling of a duty rather 
than ‘occasional and cursory.’ Both types had a place in authentic Christian experience, 
but the more regimented practice was necessary if the participant was truly to benefit 
from this duty. Regarding the object of meditation, naturally what Baxter had in mind 
was ‘rest,’ that is, ‘the most blessed state of man in his everlasting enjoyment of God in
149 Baxter follows the traditional Aristotelian taxonomy that recognises the soul as comprising rational, 
sensitive and vegetative components. See Baxter, EDC, x-xi; CF, PW 4,86; Cath. Theol., 1,4.
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heaven. ’ 130 Baxter’s definition, therefore, was precise and expressed what he held to be 
the essential elements of heavenly meditation.
This definition shows that Baxter’s psychological understanding profoundly 
shaped his theory of meditation. In keeping with the intellectual milieu of his time, 
Baxter on the whole endorsed Aristotelian faculty psychology, believing that this 
conceptualisation was consistent with the anthropological doctrines espoused within 
Scripture. 131 However, his position can be marked out from his contemporaries in two 
respects. First, psychological functioning was granted a more significant role within his 
theological and pastoral methodology than is found within most other English practical 
Divines. In addition, his articulation of the workings of the soul was of a more systematic 
nature than most other descriptions current at his time. Puritan and other writers would 
often refer to the role of the will, intellect, affections, etc, in relation to godly living, but 
most did not provide a methodical treatment of the structure and workings of the soul and 
simply assumed a common understanding. 132 Baxter, however, in keeping with his 
propensity to make careful distinctions and to provide a solid theoretical basis for his 
practical theology, was explicit in his psychological presentation. 133 Second, Baxter had 
an idiosyncratic perspective on what faculties constituted the rational soul. Unlike 
Augustine, he did not consider the memory a third faculty alongside the intellect (or
150 For this paragraph, Baxter, SER, PW 3,296-9.
151 For details of psychological theory around the time of the Renaissance, see Ruth E. Harvey, The Inward 
Wits: Psychological Theory in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (London: The Warburg Institute, 
University of London, 1975); Bamborough, Little World; Baker, Image of Man.
152 Note the comparison between Baxter and John Bunyan in Rivers, Reason, 144-51. An exception would 
be Pneumatologia: A Treatise of the Soul of Man in John Flavel, The Works of John Flavel, reprint ed., 6 
vols. (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1968), vols 2-3. For the Puritan approach to psychology, see 
Cohen, God's Caress, chaps 1-3; Miller, New England Mind, chap. 9.
153 Baxter’s most detailed explanation of the structure and workings of the soul is found in Part I of Baxter, 
MTC. Summaries of his position are found in many of his works, including EDC, chap. 2; CF, PW 4,69, 
and chap. 1 of Of the Knowledge of God in DL, PW 3,764ff. The best exposition of Baxter’s psychological 
understanding is Packer, Redemption & Restoration, chaps 5-6.
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understanding) and will, but instead identified the memory as a component of the 
understanding.154 In his early ministry and writings, Baxter held that there were only two 
faculties in the rational soul. But at some stage in the early 1650’s he came to recognise a 
third faculty, that of active power, which fitted neatly with the trichotomising scheme of 
theology he was developing that posited a Trinitarian undergirding for all things.155 An 
unidentified person convinced him that ‘besides the understanding and will, there must be 
a third principle of action, because we oft cannot perform inward acts, though we heartily 
will to do them.’156 The genesis of this notion of active power, however, was present in 
his early work, including The Saints' Everlasting Rest. As noted above, Baxter baulked at 
any idea that God’s working upon the soul’s faculties would not issue in effective action. 
In fact, the rest towards which the soul was heading was not a state of passivity but ‘a 
sweet and constant action of all the powers of the soul and body in this fruition of 
God.’157 Consequently, although the specific designation of three faculties within the 
rational soul was a later development within his intellectual schema, a concern to
154 Baxter, RCR, PW2, 200.
155 Note Baxter’s comment in a letter to John Eliot, 30 November 1663: ‘If we had a right Scheme of 
Theology (which I never yet saw) Unity in Trinity would go through the whole Method: It’s easy to follow 
it a little way, and to see how God’s three grand Relations of Owner, Ruler, and Father or End and chief 
God, and the Correspondent Relations in Man, and the mutual Expressions go far in the great parts of 
Theology: but when we run it up to the Numerous and small Branches, our narrow Minds are lost in the 
search. But the Day is coming when all God’s works of Creation and Providence, and all his Truths shall be 
seen to us uno intuitu, as a most entire, perfect Frame.’ See Michael P. Clark, ed. The Eliot Tracts: With 
Letters from John Eliot to Thomas Thorowgood and Richard Baxter, Contributions in American History 
(Westport, Conn.: Praeger Publishers, 2003), 435-6.
156 Letter from Archbishop John Tillotston to Baxter’s friend, Matthew Sylvester, 3 February 1692, App. II, 
Powicke, Under the Cross, 292. (Also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1260, 329.) The exact timing of 
this change in Baxter’s thought is uncertain. In Baxter, LF, (first published in 1660), PW 3,678, he stated:
‘I was wont to say of both faculties, I now say of the three faculties, which constitute the soul of man, the 
potestative, the intellective, and the volitive.’ Yet mention is made of the three faculties as early as 1653 in 
Baxter, Christian Concord, or, the Agreement of the Associated Pastors and Churches of Worcestershire 
(London, 1653), 'An Explication', 22. See Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 114, footnote 50.
157 Baxter, SER, PW3, 19. See also John R. Knott, Sword, 82. For a discussion of seventeenth-century 
understandings of bodies being active, see James, Passion and Action, 71-81.
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emphasise the active nature of the soul’s functioning was apparent from the first of his 
writings.
The significance of this emphasis in Baxter’s psychology is that it makes the 
dimension of duty within his theological system particularly pronounced. For him 
theology was ‘scientia affectiva practica; a doctrine for head, heart, and life. ’ 158 God 
endowed human beings with faculties for a purpose: to live rightly in relation to God as 
Owner, Ruler and Benefactor, and to pursue the heavenly goal for which they were 
created. 1^ 9 While sin had corrupted and distorted the workings of the soul, the work of 
regeneration entailed a re-ordering of them according to their true ends.160 Nothing in 
Baxter’s system overturned a Reformed understanding of the necessity and priority of 
grace in this process; but this stress upon right action as being at the core of the soul’s 
true functioning accentuates the practica aspect. It is not difficult, therefore, especially in 
the light of his exposure to antinomianism during the time of the Civil War, to see why 
duty was so important to Baxter’s conception of the Christian life, and why writers and 
pastors such as Giles Firmin might fear that this emphasis was overly prominent. 161
Returning to the method of meditation in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Baxter was 
so at pains to have his readers get this practice right that he offered some advice on 
preparing one’s heart, since ‘the success of the work doth much depend on the frame of 
the heart.’ The key, according to Baxter, was to remove as much worldly influence as 
possible from the heart. The metaphor employed was that of a room, which must be
158 Baxter, RCR, PW2, 162. Cf. MTC, I, 1. See also N. H. Keeble, "C.S. Lewis, Richard Baxter, And "Mere 
Christianity"," Christianity & Literature 30, (1981), 36-8.
159 Baxter, Cath. Theol., Book 1,5-6; AJ, 'Appendix', 88.
160 ‘For it is the same end that he was created for, and disposed to by nature, and that we are redeemed for, 
and disposed to supernaturally.’ Baxter, TD, PW 4,831.
161 See the extended discussion in chapter five.
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cleared of vocational concerns, troubles, everyday things that bring joy to life, or 
anything else that prevented God from moving in and taking full occupancy of the heart. 
This ‘emptying of the soul’ was not a species of mystical estrangement from thought and 
feeling; rather it was recognition that this was a holy exercise that required full 
engagement of the soul’s faculties, and therefore the understanding and affections must 
be kept free from distraction by any other matters. For Baxter, God and glory were 
themes of such largesse that, like gas expanding to fill whatever space is available, they 
will fill with ease as much of the heart as is available for habitation. A second piece of 
advice offered by Baxter was to take to the task with the utmost seriousness: 
‘Customariness here is a killing sin.’ He warned that the greater the excellence of a duty 
the greater the danger to one’s soul if one miscarries in its execution. Therefore the 
practitioner should labour to apprehend both the greatness of God whose presence is 
entered into, as well as the greatness of the work itself. If there are Scriptural precedents 
for people quivering with fear in the presence of an angel, how much more should a holy 
awe surround those who dare to draw near in this way to the living God? Yet that was 
precisely the outcome of heavenly meditation: ‘if it do succeed, it will be an admission of 
thee into the presence of God,’ an experience of such delight and blessedness that the 
effort involved in attaining it faded into insignificance.162 The advice offered by Baxter in 
this section, therefore, was in keeping with sections elsewhere in his writings that detail 
the hindrances and helps to meditative practice—that although intense discipline was 
required in the conduct of this exercise, the benefits that ensued made such effort 
worthwhile.
162 For this paragraph, Baxter, SER, PW3, 305-6.
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When Baxter in his exposition finally does arrive at the point of explaining his 
method for heavenly meditation in Part Four of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, the 
directions are relatively straightforward and operate at the level of general principle 
rather than specific technique. Baxter stated that he was keen to be succinct, lest the 
reader lose the rich kernel of advice he was offering in the midst of a flurry of words.163 It 
would be reasonable to conclude that he failed in this endeavour, something to which he 
grants tacit agreement by providing his own summary of the work of heavenly 
contemplation in approximately 600 words in chapter thirteen.164 Essentially, Baxter 
described a three-step process: consideration (or cogitation) followed by soliloquy and 
ending in prayer. Baxter did not distinguish these as totally discrete categories and at 
times they blend into each other. As he stated later in the discourse, the acting of the 
powers of the soul, while distinct, must be connected together since ‘they all concur to 
the same action.’165 Huntley believes that Baxter followed Hall at this point in affirming 
that the soul’s powers do not act in separate stages but conjunctively.166
The steps, especially the first two, reflect the essence of the task, ‘to use your 
understandings for the warming of your affections,’ that is, ‘to fire your hearts by the 
help of your heads.’167 Chapter eight explains the nature of consideration—essentially it is 
thinking.168 Baxter eschewed any speculative tendency and stated that it was ‘known 
truths’ that must be considered. He held that because the soul had a faculty of memory, it 
was able to draw upon a storehouse of ideas to engage the thoughts and is not bound
163 Ibid., PW 3,306.
164 Ibid., PW 3,329-30.
165 Ibid., PW3, 308. Cf. John R. Knott, Sword, 71.
166 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 53.
167 Baxter, SE/?,PW 3,306.
I6X Baxter uses a number of synonyms for this term: ‘ratiocination, reasoning the case with yourselves, 
discourse of mind, cogitation, or thinking.’ See Ibid.
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simply to consider information immediately attendant through the senses. It was the work 
of consideration to take ‘matters of great weight’ and to work them upon the heart by 
presenting them in the most convincing way to the affections. This process was a re­
ordering of the human condition marred by sin, by restoring the place of reason in 
directing the soul towards its true God-given ends. Consideration, claimed Baxter, would 
present reason after reason to the heart until ‘objects of faith’ displaced the ‘objects of 
sense’ that most naturally ruled the heart of fallen human beings.169
Baxter’s intellectual basis for this function of the intellect is again worthy of note. 
The scholastics maintained that there was nothing in the intellect that comes independent 
of the senses {nihil est in intellectu quod nonfuerit in sensu).'10 This reflected an 
Aristotelian viewpoint in contrast to Platonic theories that believed that the intellect could 
operate without sensory stimuli.171 Baxter veered in the Platonic direction —one of the 
things that separated humankind from the brute beasts was the capacity to know things 
past, future or absent, not only that which was present and accessible by sense.172 In fact, 
his method of meditation was based upon an understanding that by faith the believer 
could truly know spiritual realities that could not be perceived by sense. Baxter, 
therefore, granted a significant role to reason in his epistemological schema, yet without a 
defection to rationalism. Baxter’s position was consistent with widespread Puritan 
understanding. As John Morgan has demonstrated, the Puritans held that although reason 
had been corrupted by the Fall, and was unable to lead the unregenerate on the path to
169 Ibid., PW3, 306-8, cf. 308-10. See also HC in Schlatter, ed. Richard Baxter, 70 ,77.
170 Charles McCracken, "Knowledge of the Soul," in The Cambridge History o f Seventeenth-Century 
Philosophy, ed. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 796; 
Park, "Organic Soul," 470.
171 Gary Hatfield, "The Cognitive Faculties," in The Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century 
Philosophy, ed. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 954-7.
172 Baxter, MRCR, PW2, 230. See also RCR, PW2, 190-2.
219
salvation, this aspect of human functioning should play a directing role in the soul 
restored by grace. 173
Chapter nine of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest highlights the importance of the 
affections in Baxter’s schema. He believed that the faculties of the human soul answer to 
the nature of God himself; within the rational soul the understanding (or intellect) has 
truth as its object, while the interest of the will is goodness. In the process of meditation, 
Baxter maintained that once the work of consideration had evinced a lively faith in the 
truthfulness of God’s rest, the task was then to meditate upon the goodness of that rest 
with a view to the raising of the affections. 174 In the tradition of Augustine and Aquinas, 
therefore, Baxter acknowledged that certain emotional states, when subject to the control 
of reason, were indicative of vibrant and positive spiritual experience. As with other 
forms of affectionate spirituality, exemplified within many approaches to meditation, 
both Catholic and Protestant, emotional responses were not merely a form of self- 
expression; rather, they were fitting responses to cognitive apprehensions of truth and 
helped to direct the will to action. 175 In fact, they were not only fitting responses, but also 
necessary responses. Baxter’s emphasis upon the role of reason in informing the will is in 
keeping with the Platonic notion that the rational self-government of the soul is necessary 
for moral knowledge and action. 176 But whereas Aristotle, Plato and other classical 
thinkers essentially located virtue in external acts, Baxter, in keeping with a long 
Christian tradition, affirmed the central place of the inner workings of the soul—the
173 Morgan, Godly Learning, chap. 3. The role of reason in Puritan thought was similar to that within 
Reformed orthodox theology. See Muller, PRRD I, 398-405.
174 Baxter, SER, 308-9.
175 See Elena Carrera, "The Emotions in Sixteenth-Century Spanish Spirituality," Journal of Religious 
History 31, (2007), esp. 235-8.
176 Cf. Scott, England's Troubles, 318.
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intentions, motivations, and affections of the heart were critical to the constitution of a 
virtuous life. Affectional states, therefore, were a measure of spiritual vitality, because 
they were the internal force that drove the outward actions that befitted the person who 
belonged to God. 177
Baxter suggested an order for this work of evoking an appropriate affectional 
response. First, love must be acted upon. Through the action of the memory and 
judgment, the heart is taken to ‘the glory and goodness of the Lord’ and the other 
wonders of the believer’s ‘eternal habitation,’ until love is kindled in the soul. 178 Baxter 
then provided an example of how this could be done, launching into a series of biblical 
descriptions and exemplars, interspersed with rhetorical questions, all designed to evoke 
the love that is borne of a clear grasp of the goodness of God and his purposes for his 
own. Closely connected to love is the next affection, desire, which like love has goodness 
as its object but ‘considered as absent, or not yet attained. ’ 179 Once the soul is warmed to 
love the celestial glories it will long for the full participation in them. Then hope must ‘be 
acted.’ Being convinced of the certainty of what God has promised produces this 
affection, which is of profound benefit in facing difficulties and spurring the soul to fulfil 
its duties. 180 Next is boldness or courage, which deepens one’s resolution to stand firm 
and faithful in Christian service to attain the eternal glory. 181 The final affection outlined 
by Baxter in this chain is joy, ‘the end of all the rest’ .182 Although the fullness of joy must
177 See Yuille, Puritan Spirituality, 143; Norman Fiering, Moral Philosophy at Seventeenth-Century 
Harvard: A Discipline in Transition (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1981), 102, 188- 
9; Williams, "Puritan Quest", 61-2.
178 Baxter, SER, 310: ‘Act therefore thy soul upon this delightful object; toss these cogitations frequently in 
thy heart, rub over all thy affections with them, as you will do your cold hands till they begin to warm.’
179 Ibid., 312.
180 Ibid., 313-4.
181 Ibid., 314-5.
182 Ibid., 315.
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await the great goal of entering into God’s rest, there can be joy in knowing that one truly 
possesses this future. Baxter, echoing language from the temptation narratives in the 
Gospels, asked his readers to take their hearts by the hand and lead them to a high 
mountain to show them the kingdom of Christ. He described the vista and the glories and 
delights that were encompassed, walking the reader through text after text from Scripture 
in mellifluous prose to paint a picture that will issue in joy.183 Baxter did not demand that 
the acting of affections follow this precise order. There will be times when one affection 
will be ‘more flat’ than the rest and will need to be focused upon in meditation. Similarly, 
it may be appropriate on occasions to focus on other affections. For example, sometimes 
one may need to arouse a hatred of sin, or a holy anger at oneself for spiritual failings.184 
But the overall force of his account was that the meditative process would be stillborn 
without the arousal of a strong affectional response.
The method described thus far in The Saints' Everlasting Rest has already
ventured into the realm of soliloquy, for Baxter’s examples of how to fan the affections
into action demonstrate this practice at work. But chapter ten provides a more systematic
treatment. For Baxter, soliloquy was preaching to oneself—not simply presenting truths
in a bare way but pleading them to the soul so that they became deeply affecting and find
ready application. As in preaching, the method of soliloquy in meditation follows the
three steps of explication (explaining the subject for meditation to oneself until it is
properly understood), confirmation (providing Scriptural proof so that belief in this
1X3 As an example, see Ibid.: ‘ ... lead on thy heart as from street to street, bringing it into the palace of the 
great King; lead it, as it were, from chamber to chamber; say to it, Here must I lodge, here must I live, here 
must I praise, here must I love, and be beloved; I must shortly be one of this heavenly choir; I shall then be 
better skilled in the music. Among this blessed company must I take my place. My voice must join to make 
up the melody. My tears will then be wiped away, my groans turned to another tune. My cottage of clay 
will be changed to this palace, and prison rags to these splendid robes. My sordid, nasty, stinking flesh shall 
be put off, and such a sun-like spiritual body put on.’
184 Ibid., PW3, 310-6.
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subject is well-grounded), and application (showing its relevance to one’s life). In effect, 
soliloquy was an act of self-persuasion. The practitioner was to use rhetorical devices in 
such a way that the will was convinced and moved to act. In this way the truth of the 
doctrine of heavenly rest would be driven home in the heart of the believer and would 
spur him or her on to fulfilling the duties ‘which are required ... in relation to this rest. ’ 185 
Baxter’s perspective embodies the conventional understanding of the art of rhetoric, 
expounded by Aristotle and Cicero and continuing into the seventeenth-century, whereby 
language is deployed to prompt action. 186 For Baxter, even the act of publishing this 
treatise (and others) was designed to serve a rhetorical purpose. ‘The writings of divines 
are nothing else’, he claimed, ‘but a preaching of the gospel to the eye, as the voice 
preacheth it to the ear. ’ 187 As Baxter urges his readers to practice meditation, he is 
employing the same strategy that he desires meditants to apply within their own souls in 
order to work truth from the intellect through the affections and into action.
Again, psychology plays a determinative role in Baxter’s model. Contrary to 
Martz, Baxter’s approach to meditation was not a dexterous blending of Catholic 
devotional practice and the methodology of Puritan preaching. 188 For Baxter the stylistic 
similarities between meditation and preaching arose from the fact that both means of 
grace were directed to the same object, the human soul, and since the Spirit usually works
185 Ibid., PW3, 316-8.
186 Note Bacon’s perspective which reflects a widely held seventeenth-century viewpoint: ‘The duty and 
office of rhetoric is, to apply reason to imagination for the better moving of the will’. See Francis Bacon, 
The Advancement o f Learning, Ed. G. W. Kitchin (London: Dent, 1640, reprint, 1915), II. xviii. 2, 146. 
Cited from Roger Pooley, English Prose o f the Seventeenth Century, Longman Literature in English Series 
(London: Longman, 1992), 2. See also Andrew Fitzmaurice, '"Every Man,That Prints, Adventures': The 
Rhetoric of the Virginia Company Sermons," in The English Sermon Revised: Religion, Literature and 
History 1600-1750, ed. Lori Anne Ferrell and Peter McCullough, Politics, Culture and Society in Early 
Modern Britain (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), esp. 29-31.
187 Baxter, CD, PW 1,57.
188 Martz, Poetry o f Meditation, 174.
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in accordance with the normal functioning of the soul, rather than contrary to it, it is 
natural to find a convergence at this point.189 Both practices utilised reasoned argument to 
move the affections and prompt godly behaviour.
The third step in this process of heavenly contemplation as described by Baxter 
was the movement from speaking to oneself to speaking to God in prayer. Once again the 
progression was not always strictly linear, as prayer may often enter into the earlier steps. 
In fact, because there can be no higher object for one’s thoughts than God, ‘so our 
viewing of him, and our speaking to him, and pleading with him, doth more elevate the 
soul, and actuate the affections, than any other part of meditation can do.’190 Therefore an 
intermixture of soliloquy and prayer could be a very helpful aid to advancement in this 
work since the two activities feed and enhance each other.
Even with clear explanations and examples of how to meditate on heaven, Baxter 
remained deeply conscious of the difficulty of turning a known truth into a heart- 
affecting truth. Hence in chapter eleven he provided some ideas on how to facilitate this 
process, how ‘to make your thoughts of heaven to be piercing, affecting, raising 
thoughts.’ One of Baxter’s tactics was to utilise a practice that had become commonplace 
in the contemplative tradition, meditating on the creatures. As noted above, Baxter did 
not subscribe to the scholastic epistemological principle that sensation was the foundation 
of all knowledge. But because the objects of sense affect the soul far more readily than 
the objects of faith, he suggested making sense a servant of faith: ‘if we can make us 
friends of these usual enemies, and make them instruments of raising us to God, which
189 ‘... it please God to work on man as man, as an intellectual, rational, free agent, and so to work by 
means and ways agreeable to our natures, though supernaturally enforced and elevated, and more 
successful.’ ‘For Prevention of the Unpardonable Sin against the Holy Ghost: A Demonstration that the 
Spirit and Works of Christ were the Finger of God’ in Baxter, UI, PW2, 328.
190 Baxter, SER, PW3, 318.
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are the usual means of drawing us from God, I think we shall perform a very excellent 
work.’ In similar vein to Calvin’s doctrine that in Scripture God accommodates himself 
to human understanding, Baxter noted that the figures and imagery in the Bible bring key 
spiritual truths regarding the everlasting rest down to the reach of sense. He was aware 
that these expressions were open to perversion, as the ‘papists’ had done, but the Spirit’s 
true intention was to ‘use these notions as a glass, in which we must see the things 
themselves.’ Baxter supplied a range of suggestions. The first was to make as much use 
as possible of the Scriptural descriptions of the heavenly reality. The ‘livelier’ the picture 
one could paint in the mind, the more the senses could be involved and thus the more 
affecting the meditation would become. Then he listed twelve comparisons that employ 
the senses to good effect. He begins by proposing that objects of sense should be 
compared with objects of faith, for in so doing the splendour of the celestial delights will 
be confirmed. Next, the lawful delights of earthly existence can be compared with the 
delights of heaven. If one’s hunger is now nourished by a good meal, how much greater 
the delight ‘in feeding upon Christ, the living bread, and in eating with him at his table in 
the kingdom.’ If one finds pleasure in music, how much more delightful are the melodic 
strains that issue from the heavenly host. The list proceeds on: the delights of human 
learning cannot compare with the knowledge of God and Christ; the joys of human love 
and friendship will be superseded by the mutual love between God and the believer in 
heaven; if the wisdom, power and goodness of God are impressed upon the things of 
creation, evoking awe, wonder and delight in the human soul, ‘far much more greatness, 
and goodness, and loving delights’ shall be enjoyed ‘in the actual fruition of God’; God’s 
miraculous works within human history will not compare with the wonders that will
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occur when his purposes reach their full consummation; the mercies received from the 
hand of God in this present age will be upstaged by the greater mercies above. Similarly 
with comfort, joy and glory —nothing in this present life can stand in the light of what 
lies ahead. 191 The overall thrust of what Baxter elucidates in this section, therefore, is that 
much common human experience could be recruited for the advancement of the practice 
of heavenly meditation.
It is here that one detects Baxter’s willingness to utilise devotional methods that 
are usually associated with Catholic practice, such as composition of place and the use of 
the senses, imagination and visualisation. On this basis Martz advances his claim that 
Baxter was an innovator—that whereas other Puritans eschewed ‘methods’ of meditation 
and instead ‘waited on the operations of the Spirit’ to facilitate growth in piety, Baxter 
took up traditional techniques and ushered them into the Puritan practice. 192 As 
demonstrated in chapter two, English practical divinity affirmed that God worked through 
means and had already, within certain constraints, appropriated some devotional practices 
and emphases from the Catholic tradition. Moreover, as Hambrick-Stowe has indicated, 
Martz made too much of Baxter’s statement on the title page of Part Four of The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest that referred to heavenly meditation as an ‘excellent unknown duty,’ 
failing to recognise that this statement ‘was hortatory rather than descriptive. ’ 193 
Unfortunately, other scholars have been too quick to adopt some of Martz’s assumptions 
or conclusions. 194 Baxter himself was fully aware of how sense and imagination had the
191 For this paragraph Ibid., PW3, 318-27.
192 Martz, Poetry of Meditation, 157.
193 Hambrick-Stowe, Practice, 38.
194 See the discussion in Ibid., which makes reference to Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England, 
reprint ed., 6 vols., vol. II (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1996), 120. See also Kaufmann, Pilgrim's 
Progress, 23, 120, 147; Fiering, Moral Philosophy, 188. Note also Liu, Towards an Evangelical Theology,
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potential to lead the soul into idolatry. Yet he believed that his approach did not infringe 
Protestant sensibilities—that when the conceptions generated in the mind were in keeping 
with the touchstone of Scriptural precedent, they were ‘phrases of the Spirit’ that could 
‘quicken ... apprehensions and affections’ and not ‘pervert them.’195 Martz, therefore, has 
failed to grasp the true logic of Baxter’s intentions in advocating the use of the senses and 
the imagination in meditative practice.
The foregoing survey of Baxter’s method of heavenly meditation as found in Part
four of The Saints' Everlasting Rest helps to make sense of the other parts of the treatise.
It is apparent that the book is prolix and presented a challenge to the reader seeking an
easy entry point into the practice itself. Yet the whole work reflects the emphases that
Baxter has enunciated in relation to the specific duty of meditation, particularly the
process of soliloquy. Thus Part one is an explication, setting out details on the nature of
the rest that awaits the people of God and why that object was worth pursuing. At first
glance Part two appears out of place: why provide an argument for the infallibility of
Scripture in a treatise on meditation? Yet, if, as Baxter claimed, the greatest hindrance to
heavenly meditation was a lack of conviction about the truth of what the Scriptures say
about the blessedness of the life to come, it is perfectly understandable that he would
devote some chapters to establishing both that the Scriptures are trustworthy and that a
rest does remain for the people of God. Part three and the early chapters in Part four are
concerned with application, as they set out the various ‘uses’ of the doctrine that has been
97; Barry Smith, "Ignatius Loyola's 'Spiritual Exercises' and Their Reception into the English Reformed 
Tradition with Special Reference to Their Use in the Anglican Church" (M.Phil, University of Manchester, 
1991), 84-92; Benilde Montgomery, "Emily Dickinson and the Meditative Tradition" (Ph.D, State 
University of New York, 1981), 194. More appropriate are the comments of Chan, "Puritan Meditative 
Tradition", 91; Lewalski, Donne's Anniversaries, 80, 106.
195 Baxter, SER, PW3, 319.  See also CD, PW1,696-9. As Susan Hardman Moore has argued, Protestants 
encouraged the turning of the images found in Scripture into pictures in the mind as a means to win 
adherents to their alternate religious culture. See Hardman Moore, "Mind's Eye," 296.
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propounded and defended in Parts one and two. Thus the overall structure of the work is 
designed so that when the reader arrives at the actual exhortations to meditate on this rest, 
and is provided by Baxter with the directions to do so, they carry as much force as 
possible.
This arrangement of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest once again demonstrates the 
deeply rational nature of Baxter’s approach to meditation. Baxter held that a true 
spirituality must thoroughly permeate the heart and fully engage the affections, but he 
also remained convinced that this was never at the expense of clear and reasoned 
thinking.196 In fact, it was only as one did think aright that the affective and practical 
dimension of Christian living could flourish aright.197 Yet his position cannot be 
identified with the intellectualism of the Thomist system; nor may it properly be 
described as ‘rationalist’.198 At its heart, Baxter’s theology as expressed in The Saints’
196 Cf. Nuttall, Holy Spirit, 46-7, 169; Keeble, Literary Culture, 165; Nuttall, Richard Baxter, 123-5.
197 Cf. Baxter’s comment on the relationship between reason and passion: ‘I confess that Passion is oft such 
a hindrance of Judgment, that a man should be very suspicious of himself till it be laid: But I am assured 
that God made it not in vain; and that Reason is a sleepy half-useless thing, till some Passion excite it; ... 
And God usually beginneth the awakening of Reason, and the conversion of Sinners, by the awakening of 
their useful Passions, their Fear, their Grief, Repentance, Desire, &c. I confess, when God awakeneth in me 
those Passions which 1 account rational and holy, 1 am so far from condemning them, that I think I was half 
a Fool before, and have small comfort in sleepy Reason. Lay by all the passionate part of Love and Joy, and 
it will be hard to have any pleasant thoughts of Heaven. ... And humane Souls are not less sensitive for 
being rational, but are eminently sensitive: Yea, Reason hath in it more of eminent internal Sensation, than 
those men think that debate Sense.’ See ‘To the Reader’, Richard Baxter, Poetical Fragments (London, 
1681), sigs. A4V-A5V. This lack of disjunction between reason and affections, and at least some passions, is 
in accord with much classical Christian thought. See Thomas Dixon, From Passions to Emotions: The 
Creation of a Secular Psychological Category (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 22, 26-61; 
James, Passion and Action, 215-19.
198 Baxter, TKLC, PW4, 612-3: ‘Aquinas and some other schoolmen make the vision of knowledge of God, 
to be the highest part of man’s felicity: and I deny not but that the three faculties of man’s soul, vital 
activity, intellect, and will, as the image of the Divine Trinity, have a kind of inseparability and co-equality. 
And therefore each of their perfections and perfect receptions from God, and operations on God, is the 
ultimate end of man: but yet they are distinguishable, though not divisible; and there is such an order 
among them, as that one may in some respects be called the inceptor and another the perfecter of human 
operations; and so the acts of one be called a means to the acts of the other. And thus though the vision or 
knowledge of God be one inadequate conception, if not a part of our ultimate end; yet the love of God, and 
living to God, are also other conceptions or parts of it; yea, and the more completive, perfect parts, which 
we call finis ultimate ultimus.'
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Everlasting Rest is voluntarist; it follows Scotus, Calvin, and the Reformed tradition in 
denominating the will as the noblest faculty, with a consequent practical and anti- 
speculative emphasis. 199 ‘The love, or will, or heart is the man’, Baxter claimed; although 
the will required the guidance of the intellect, it remained ‘the commanding faculty’ .200 
The fruitful engagement of all the faculties in the meditative process that is affirmed by 
Baxter was also in keeping with a dominant strain of thought within English Puritanism 
and its counterpart on the Continent—the Dutch Nadere Reformatie (Dutch Second 
Reformation). For example, Gisbertus Voetius, a leading figure within the Dutch 
movement, also upheld the concurrence of intellect and will in the task of meditation.201 
Baxter, therefore, did not share the ambivalence of Joseph Hall who, though affirming the 
place of reason in his scheme for meditation, sensed an inherent tension between the 
nature of faith and the role of reason. ‘When we would look most accurately with the eye 
of faith,’ Hall claimed, ‘we must shut the eye of reason, else the visual beams of these 
two apprehensions will be crossing each other and hinder our clear discerning. ’202 Baxter, 
however, believed that human beings were made in the image of God in a twofold sense: 
a natural sense that includes reason and free will, and an ethical sense pertaining to 
holiness. While the latter was lost due to the fall, the former remained as a key facet of 
proper human functioning.203 For Baxter, therefore, human reason should be pressed into 
service as a willing and able servant of the soul-enriching activity of meditation.
199 Richard A. Muller, "Tides' and 'Cognitio' in Relation to the Problem of Intellect and Will in the 
Theology of John Calvin," Calvin Theological Journal 25, (1990), 207-24.
200 Baxter, CD, PW1, 122. Cf. DL, PW 3,842; UI, 'An Advertisement Explicatory', PW2, 237.
201 Joel R. Beeke, "Gisbertus Voetius: Toward a Reformed Marriage of Knowledge and Piety," in 
Protestant Scholasticism: Essays in Reassessment, ed. Carl R. Trueman and R. S. Clark (Carlisle: 
Paternoster Press, 1999), 239.
202 Joseph Hall, Occasional Meditations (London, 1633), 149. Cf. 192-3 in Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall.
203 Baxter, CTU, PW2, The Preface', 507. Baxter does not, however, deny traditional Reformed teaching 
that reason has been tainted by sin. See CD, 81; TKLC, 598.
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(b) The Life of Faith
The Life of Faith began as a sermon on the text of Hebrews 11:1 (‘Now faith is the 
substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen’) preached before King 
Charles II in 1660. While published in that year, Baxter later greatly expanded the work 
and issued a second edition in 1670. In dedicating the treatise to Richard Hampden and 
his wife, he revealed his agenda in writing: ‘That you and yours may live that more wise 
and delightful life, which consisteth in the daily sight of heaven, by a living faith, which 
worketh by love, in constant obedience.’204 Thus the work had a broader agenda than The 
Saints’ Everlasting Rest; it was more than a summons to undertake a spiritual exercise 
and sought to explain to his readers how all of one’s present life could be lived in relation 
to the life to come. Yet Baxter closely linked The Life of Faith and the fourth part of The 
Saints’ Everlasting Rest, for when in A Christian Directory he outlined his sixteenth 
Grand Direction for Christian living, concerned with heavenly-mindedness, he provided 
no further exposition, but simply referred his readers to these two works.205 As explained 
in chapter two, heavenly-mindedness was a perspective that Baxter believed should 
pervade all of life and in his mind, heavenly meditation was a means to promote this 
perspective.
What, then, does The Life of Faith specifically contribute to an understanding of 
Baxter’s method for heavenly meditation? The work provided no systematic exposition 
of the practice yet the same ideas and themes that underlie the method found in The 
Saints’ Everlasting Rest frequently surface. The contrast between faith and sense is 
prominent, as is the concept that the believer can ‘see’ the invisible realities by faith
204 Baxter, LF, PW3,574.
205 Baxter, CD, PW1, 153.
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through the glass of divine revelation. There is encouragement to think ‘frequently of 
God and heaven’ and of the need in meditation to move the knowledge of God gained by 
faith into the will so that love of God is stirred.206 The unique feature of The Life of Faith 
is found in chapter 26 in Part III, where the readers were encouraged to draw profit from 
those already in heaven. ‘Heavenly conversation’ involves engagement with departed 
saints and even angels, as well as with God himself. If the life of faith was truly about 
‘conversing with the things unseen,’ then to spend no time thinking upon the faithful who 
have gone before, but only on ‘those that are within your sight,’ was to live by sight 
rather than by faith. Baxter was not here advocating imaginary conversations with saints; 
the idea was that by ‘remembrance and observation’ the eye of faith could envisage the 
present state of felicity of these departed ones and the earthly circumstances they 
faithfully endured to enable them to arrive at this blessed state. Believers would then be 
encouraged to persevere in their own spiritual pilgrimage.207 Baxter told his readers that 
‘you have not done with your friends when you have buried their flesh ... you must see 
them every day by faith ... You must love them better than you did when they were on 
earth, because they are better, and so more lovely.’208
This practice of reflection upon angels and departed saints both exploited and 
critiqued existing traditions and provides an example of Baxter’s preparedness to chart a 
fresh course within his own Puritan tradition. When writing The Saints’ Everlasting Rest,
206 Baxter, LF, PW3,576-7, 619-22, c f. 643.
207 Ibid., PW 3,745-55.
2()K Ibid., PW 3,755. It appears that Baxter engaged in this practice himself. Towards the end of his life, he 
wrote: ‘As I live in almost continual thoughts of Heaven, so the remembrance of multitudes of my old holy 
Acquaintance, is seldom left out of these thoughts. And there are few sleeping nights in which I dream not 
of some or other of them .... 1 tell you, that waking and sleeping, living and I hope dying, I cannot spare in 
my Meditations of Heaven, the pleasant familiar thoughts of my Acquaintance gone before, with all the 
blessed Body of Christ.’ See ‘Mr. Baxter s Letter to the Author concerning this Discourse’, in Daniel 
Burgess, Christian Commemoration. and Imitation of Saints Departed Explicated (London, 1691), sigs. 
A6r-A7v.
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he indicated that he believed that an ancient custom of speaking (‘by apostrophes and 
prosopopoeias’) to angels and departed saints was lawful. What these early authors 
intended to be ‘rhetorical figures’ were taken in a more literal sense in later centuries, 
resulting in the practice of praying to saints and angels. Due to this error, in his earlier 
treatises Baxter omitted any talk of holy converse with these heavenly inhabitants, lest he 
be misunderstood or ‘scandalize the less judicious readers.’209 In The Life of Faith he did 
not hold back. He seems to have become more convinced that this activity was Scriptural 
and therefore necessary and beneficial, and did not want to fall into the error of others 
who ‘suspect and cast away not a few great truths and duties, upon a false information 
that they are parts of popery.’210 He did, however, take care to distance his position from 
what he believed were clear errors, such as the worship of angels or calling upon 
perfected saints and angels to intercede on behalf of believers on earth.211 Baxter thus 
appropriated an idea from the pre-Reformation devotional tradition and adapted it in the 
light of what he perceived to be Scriptural warrant, resulting in a new procedure within 
his approach to heavenly meditation.
(c) Dying Thoughts
As was the case with The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Baxter’s treatise, Dying Thoughts, was 
originally written for his own use. He penned the text in 1676 when sixty years of age 
and offered it for printing in 1683.212 The treatise is a reflection on the text of Philippians 
1:23, in which the apostle Paul expressed his desire to depart from the earthly realm so
209 Baxter, SER, PW3, 318.
210 Baxter, LF, PW3,755.
211 Ibid., PW3,752.
212 Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 377.
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that he could be with Christ, and yet inwardly is torn because he also longed to continue 
in faithful service of others on earth. While this treatise does not, strictly speaking, 
outline a method for heavenly meditation, it does contain an extended meditation on the 
heavenly life with a different focus from that found in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. What 
distinguishes this work is that Baxter contends for the superiority of the life to come 
primarily through exploring the idea of the perfection of human souls that will occur 
when they arrive at their final rest. For Baxter, such an idea of heaven becomes a 
powerful motivator for producing the kind of heavenly-mindedness that he so desired to 
see formed in his readers.
Baxter argues for elements both of continuity and discontinuity when the soul 
attains its true end. It will be the same soul, and its essential workings and function will 
continue. The soul will operate, however, in a glorified and perfected state, with each of 
the three rational faculties being freed from all sin and weakness.213 Baxter proceeds to 
apply this teaching to himself. His understanding will be perfected, with direct 
knowledge, rather ‘than is our present way of abstraction, similitudes, and signs.’ God, 
Christ, oneself, the universe, the word of God and so much more will all be known 
‘beyond what I can here conceive in the flesh.’214 Similarly with the will: Christ will have 
finished the work of sanctification and ‘there will be nothing in my will but good.’ It will 
be conformed to God’s will and ‘holy love will be its nature.’ God himself will be the 
great object of love, but under him, the perfected world, the heavenly society of the 
church, and the like, will also draw forth affection.215 While Baxter did not explicitly
213 His approach here shows a remarkable confluence with the ideas of a significant representative of the 
Dutch Further Reformation, Willem Teelinck. See Reuver, Sweet Communion, 156-8.
214 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1010-6.
215 Ibid., PW3, 1016-23.
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name the faculty of active power, he believed that the heavenly life would include 
‘executive powers, and, therefore, some answerable practice.’ Thus ‘there are good works 
in heaven, and far more and better than on earth.’ The total picture was beyond human 
understanding at the present time, but Baxter was certain of this truth: ‘that in heaven we 
shall have not less, but more, even more excellent sense and affections of love and joy, as 
well as more excellent intellection and volition.’216 In sum, for Baxter, a key aspect of the 
delight of heaven as expounded in Dying Thoughts would be the manifestation of the 
human soul in the fullness of its glory, as opposed to the limitations that exist at the 
present time due to the corrupting influence of sin.
What Baxter described in this work was another means to bring realism to one’s 
conceptions of heaven so that those notions had a deep and affecting impact upon the 
heart. This is what Baxter was seeking to achieve himself as he soliloquised on this idea 
of perfection and argued a case with his own soul.217 Baxter was convinced that the sorts 
of meditations upon the nature of heavenly existence that are found in Dying Thoughts 
would stimulate heavenly-mindedness in the present.
(d) The method of heavenly meditation in Baxter's other works 
The theme of heavenly meditation frequently surfaces in many of Baxter’s practical 
works, but instructions in method tend to reinforce what has thus far been described 
rather than adding new material. Baxter himself viewed The Saints’ Everlasting Rest as
216 Ibid., PW3, 1023-5. For this paragraph see Packer, Redemption & Restoration, 377-9; James I Packer, 
"Richard Baxter on Heaven, Hope and Holiness," in Alive to God: Studies in Spirituality Presented to 
James Houston, ed. J.I. Packer & Loren Wilkinson (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP, 1992), 167-9.
217 See, for example, Baxter, DT, PW3, 1020: ‘Study this heavenly work of love, O my soul: these are not 
dead and barren studies, these are not sad and unpleasant studies; it is only love that can relish love and 
understand it ... gazing upon the face of love in Christ, and tasting of its gifts, and looking up to its glorious 
reign, is the way to kindle the sacred fire in thee. Look upwards, if thou wouldst see the light that must lead 
thee upwards.’
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his foundational text on this topic and regularly referred his readers back to it (especially 
Part four) if they required further directions.218 One matter that is worth noting, however, 
is the frequency with which Baxter encouraged his readers to make use of sensory 
material and the creatures to improve their apprehension of heavenly realities. ‘We must,’ 
he wrote, ‘while we are in the body, in our daily thoughts fetch as much help from 
sensible similitudes as we can, to have a suitable imagination of the heavenly glory.’219 
Likewise, ‘every creature must become a preacher to us,’ he pointed out in The Divine 
Life.22° For Baxter, therefore, making effective use of created realities for the purpose of 
furthering spiritual ends was a significant component of Christian living.
This method of analogical reasoning touches upon some of the key issues within 
western meditative practice, including the role of imagination and the possibility of 
lapsing into idolatry, which proved to be tension points between Catholic and Protestant 
approaches to the life of piety. As noted above in relation to The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 
Baxter himself was convinced that he had not strayed into error in the advice he offered. 
God’s works in creation and the biblical imagery that portrayed the state of glory were 
both able to function in a profitable manner, by drawing the believer more deeply into 
spiritual truth. Both were a ‘glass’ to see what lay beyond human sight: ‘God’s works ... 
are the glass representing the image of his perfections’; ‘Scripture is the glass in which 
you may see the other world.’221 When viewed correctly, therefore, the creatures would 
not become idols, but vehicles to deepen worship and heartfelt love of the great Creator
218 For example, Baxter, CD, PW1, 153, 273; DPSC, PW 2,593; LF, PW3,745,757; DT, PW3, 1025; PMB, 
PW 4,255.
219 Baxter, CF, PW4, 163. Cf. PMB, PW 4,255.
220 Baxter, DL, PW3, 814. Cf. CD, PW1,220.
221 Baxter, RCR, PW 2,44; CD, PW1,250, cf. 20. Cf. LF, PW 3,630; RCR, PW 2,44,47,73-4.
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who graciously provided them for human benefit.222 Similarly with vivid biblical 
imagery —by feeding the spiritually renewed imagination with thoughts that were 
‘concrete, dramatic, and attractive,’ and thus more engaging of the senses, the state of 
glory would impinge more acutely upon the shape of earthly existence.223 As long as ‘no 
image ... of God himself’ was formed in one’s mind when meditating on the heavenly 
glory, and one’s ‘conceivings of him’ were ‘spiritual,’ idolatry would not be a problem.224 
In essence what Baxter was advocating was nothing more than an exercise of faith, that 
is, believing what God had said and promised as expressed in the words of Scripture.225 
There is nothing speculative in his approach, for, according to Baxter, the thoughts that 
nourish the imagination in this practice are all to be mined directly from biblical 
descriptions or are logical outworkings of biblical doctrines (e.g. the idea of perfection). 
Baxter’s methodology, therefore, accords with Hardman Moore’s argument that the 
Puritans, and others within the Reformed tradition, did not forego the visual and lay claim 
only to the verbal. On the contrary, the drawing of ‘mental pictures’ was a vital means to 
promote their construction of the life of piety.226 Unlike Ignatius’ Exercises or Fray Luis 
de Granada’s meditations, however, within Baxter’s approach practitioners were not free 
creatively to fashion their own details; the faculty of imagination could be employed, but 
‘imaginations’ that are humanly devised were eschewed.227 Consequently it cannot be 
claimed that Baxter has compromised his Protestant credentials in granting a place to 
analogical reasoning within his method of meditation.
222 Baxter, DL, PW 3,814-5.
223 Packer, "Richard Baxter on Heaven, Hope and Holiness," 169.
224 Baxter, PMB, PW 4,255; DL, PW 3,835.
225 Cf. Baxter, CD, PW1, 130-1, 153; DL, PW 3,839.
226 Hardman Moore, "Mind's Eye," 281-96.
227 Kaufmann, Pilgrim's Progress, 139,47.
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General directions for the practice of meditation
Baxter’s directions for meditating on more general topics essentially follow the same 
trajectory as his advice for heavenly contemplation. As he stated in A Christian 
Directory, ‘for a method and directions for particular meditations, I have given it at large 
in the fourth part of the “Saints’ Rest,” from whence it may easily be taken, and applied 
to other subjects, as it is there to heaven.’228 Nonetheless, his most detailed set of 
directions for this work, those found in A Christian Directory, as well as material 
scattered throughout other treatises, provide some further nuances and insights into the 
practice of meditation. First, this further guidance highlights the intentional nature of 
meditation within Baxter’s approach to the life of devotion. For meditation to be 
successful, he maintained, a series of deliberate choices must be made. An appropriate 
subject must be chosen—one that was most seasonable for the practitioner—and there 
must be a clear sense of the purpose for engaging in the work, since the desired goal 
determined what subject was appropriate for that particular occasion.229 Here is evidence 
of the Puritan determination to be self-aware; to have a perceptive reading of one’s 
spiritual temperature and such an alertness to areas of spiritual need that an accurate self- 
diagnosis comes readily to hand and an appropriate remedy can be applied.
The directions in A Christian Directory, as well as guidelines for general 
meditation in other treatises, also stress the rational nature of the activity. Even the 
placement of the section on meditation in A Christian Directory, under the heading of
228 Baxter, CD, PW 1,273.
229 For example, Ibid., PW1,257: ‘If it be knowledge that you are to increase, it is evidence of the truth, 
with the matter to be known ... that you must meditate on ... If you would excite fear of God, you have his 
greatness, and terribleness, his justice, and threatenings to meditate on.’
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‘The Government of the Thoughts’, is a testimony to this fact. Baxter advised that the 
truth of a matter must be firmly established before it was worked into the affections, lest 
this aspect of the soul’s functioning be led onto a false pathway.230 Baxter held that this 
was a process that took time: just as ‘many strokes drive the nail to the head,’ so when 
‘the mind long dwelleth on truth, it will sink in and work. ’231 So, for Baxter, it was 
‘frequent and deep consideration’ that extended knowledge of what is true and restored 
reason to its rightful position of ruling the soul, enabling the other faculties to rise from 
their inertia and commence functioning aright.232 If the role of reason was marginalised in 
any way, Baxter believed that the lower faculties of the soul, the sensitive appetite and 
passions, would hold sway and leave the individual prone to the influence of temptation. 
Therefore Baxter always stressed consideration as the starting point for meditation. 
Rhetoric and impassioned exhortation have their place, but ‘the soul will not be charmed 
into holiness ... It must be truth at the heart that must change the heart. ’233
While reason must exercise this governing role, it would be a misunderstanding to 
judge that this was the most critical aspect of the meditative process within Baxter’s 
schema. ‘Thinking ... is but a subservient, instrumental duty, to promote some greater, 
higher duty’, he stated.234 Baxter consistently re-affirmed the claim he made in The 
Saints’ Everlasting Rest, that bare cogitation was not enough, that truth must stir the 
conscience and heart through the process of soliloquy or preaching to oneself.235 Spiritual 
truth carried real power, but it was of no benefit if it remained trapped in the intellect:
230 Ibid, Cf. DL, PW3,815.
231 Baxter, DALD, PW3, 909.
232 Baxter, RCR, PW2,73; DPSC, PW2,588-9.
233 Baxter, DPSC, PW2, 588, cf. 593.
234 Baxter, DL,PW3,831.
235 Baxter, CD,PW1, 133,258.
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‘every truth of God is a message to your hearts, as well as to your heads’ .236 Therefore it 
must be argued down into these deeper recesses, from whence real reformation of life 
was born as the love of God and other affections blossomed and flourished.237 Huntley 
detects in some of Baxter’s comments in this regard a critique of Jesuit meditative 
practices that placed greater emphasis upon the thinking process in meditation.238
For Baxter, meditation does not just take truth inward into the heart; it also issues 
in outward effects—prayer and practice. ‘Turn your meditations often into ejaculatory 
prayers and addresses to God,’ he wrote. Furthermore, ‘Obey all that God revealeth to 
you in your meditations, and turn them all into faithful practice; and make not thinking 
the end of thinking. ’ 239 Meditation, therefore, was an activity that engaged and made 
profitable use of all the soul’s faculties in a manner that cohered with God’s intentions in 
creating them. Even more than that, the process of meditation itself was a means to 
reconstituting the soul in accordance with the divine order; it facilitated a movement from 
a false self to a true self within the Puritan understanding of what it meant to be a human 
being. Once again, a correct understanding of the workings of the soul is seen to be 
critical in the pursuit of the life of godliness.
Baxter maintained that not only ‘soliloquy’, but the whole process of meditation, 
can be understood as an act of self-preaching. This idea surfaces in some of the more 
succinct descriptions of the process of meditation found within his treatises. In The Poor
236 Baxter, DPSC, PW2, 633 Cf. AW, PW2, 568; OTN, PW 4,781. Baxter believed that one of the Devil’s 
ploys was to overfeed the intellect to the detriment of the weightier matters of Christian experience, such as 
love for God and holy living. See Cath. Theol., 'The Preface', sig. b3v.
237 Baxter, CD, PW1,476; SB, PW2, 668. Cf. AW, PW2, 568. Baxter provides a good example of this 
practice in Richard Baxter, A Breviate of the Life of Margaret... Baxter (London, 1681), where he cites 
some meditative thoughts written down by his late wife. See John T. Wilkinson, Richard Baxter and 
Margaret Charlton: A Puritan Love-Story (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1928), 80.
238 Huntley, Bishop Joseph Hall, 54.
239 Baxter, CD, PW 1,258-9.
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Man’s Family Book, Baxter outlined three steps for meditation that mirror the preacher’s 
task: ‘ 1. Consider of the meaning of the matter, and understand it. 2. Consider of the truth 
of it, and believe it. 3. Consider how it is most useful to you.’ These principles of true 
knowledge, a convinced trust in them, and their practical application in life, are what any 
Puritan sermoniser sought to achieve in his preaching. Baxter added, ‘in all this, let 
clearness and liveliness concur: for as it is those that make a good preacher, so it is those 
that make a profitable meditation.’240 Thus the task of the preacher and the task of the 
meditator, in both method and manner, are one and the same, because both undertakings 
were seeking to do the same thing, that is, to allow God’s revealed truth to have its full 
impact upon human nature. For Baxter, therefore, a clear understanding of how human 
nature functions, in both its created and fallen states, was necessary if these spiritual 
activities were to bear fruit.
Meditation and communion with God
While Baxter believed that the practice of meditation resulted in a deep sense of 
communion with God, he held that such an experience was an amplification of the 
believer’s regular experience rather than something of an entirely different order. For 
Baxter, the event of conversion, of being drawn into relationship with God through the 
mediatorial work of Christ, resulted in a real communion with God.24' From then on, all 
of life could be described as ‘walking with God’, and though God was invisible, the
240 Baxter, PMB, PW 4,245. See also CD, PW1,258; DHM, 12.
241 Baxter, CD, PW1,6 5 ,6 9 . Knott notes that unlike pre-Reformation contemplatives such as Gerson, 
Bernard and Bonaventura, Baxter does not explore in any detail the nature of this communion with God. 
John R. Knott, Sword, 81.
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believer ‘seeth him by faith, and liveth as in his presence. ’242 Human company might 
forsake the Christian, claimed Baxter, but God would never do so and thus the believer 
could always say, ‘I am not alone. ’243 This daily communion with God was ‘in the Spirit,’ 
but from Baxter’s perspective this did not make it any less real and significant.244 From 
this base level of experience, Baxter believed that certain things hindered the reality of 
this communion and other things enhanced it. The great hindrance was sin —love of 
money, anger, and the like—which impaired this free and easy access to the Heavenly 
Father.248 On the other hand, what built communion with God was fulfilment of the duties 
of the Christian life. For in the experience of public and private duties, there was a real 
communion of the soul with God.246 For example, the sacrament could be described as 
‘our special communion with Christ as with one another. ’247 But it was prayer and 
meditation where this drawing together of beings, the holy with the human, was most 
manifest.248 For Baxter, such an experience brought joy and delight.249 This is why Baxter 
could use such a warm metaphor as he soliloquised on the necessity of the work of 
heavenly contemplation: ‘Come home ... O my soul, to God. ’250 The logic of Baxter’s 
position—that communion with God was a given in the life of faith, yet there are means 
to enrich the experience of this truth —is evident: when human life operates in accord 
with principles designed by God, by reflecting in a disciplined manner upon Scriptural
242 Baxter, DL, PW3, 845, cf. 12.
243 Ibid., PW 3,868-73.
244 Baxter, TC, PW 2,494; CTU, PW2, 537; DL, PW 3,816.
245 Baxter, CD, PW1,2 2 1 ,7 8 4 .
246 Ibid., PW1, 144; CTU, PW2, 537.
247 Baxter, DL, PW3, 816.
248 Baxter, SB, P W 2,750; CD, PW 1,562,784; UI, PW2, 376; DL, PW 3,816.
249 See, for example, Baxter, DL, PW3, 818: ‘we take sweet counsel of the Lord, and set him always at our 
right hand, and are glad to hear from him, and glad to speak to him, and glad to withdraw our thoughts 
from all the things and persons in the world, that we may solace ourselves in the contemplations of his 
excellency, and the admiration of his love and glory’.
250 Ibid., PW 3,873.
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truth and allowing those reflections to shape affections and practice, there will be a 
deepened experience of intimate connection with him.
Yet Baxter did not overstate his case and was fully aware that intimacy with God 
is limited during the earthly sojourn. His perspective on Christian experience was 
conditioned by his understanding of eschatology, that in the period of salvation history 
between Christ’s first and second comings, there is a lack of immediacy in the divine- 
human relationship. True knowledge and communion with God was available to the 
believer now, but it is mediated by faith rather than sight. This bears a cost, since the 
human frame within this created order is so much more open to impact from sensory 
data.251 The ‘perfect vision and fruition of God’ lay in the future age, when faith would 
give way to intuition (i.e. sight), yet one should not be disappointed by the present 
constraints.252 As Baxter put it, ‘Can I expect that heaven should come down to earth? ’253 
He maintains that the believer should not shrink back from God; rather the Spirit’s work 
of reordering desires would cause an earnest quest for him now: ‘It is not beseeming a 
man that saith he is seeking for perfect communion with God in heaven, and that above 
all things, (as every Christian doth,) to live in a daily neglect or forgetfulness of God on 
earth. ’ 254 The whole procedure of heavenly meditation was designed to further this 
process and bridge this gap: to make what is distant and invisible have a greater impact 
upon the soul than what is close and visible. Baxter himself often struggled with this 
breach, lamenting his incapacity to experience the presence of God and the glories of
251 Baxter, CD, PW1, 130; DT, PW3,991.
252 Baxter, LF, PW 3,686. Cf. DT, PW3, 1023.
253 Baxter, DL, PW3, 869.
254 Ibid., PW3,851, cf. 47.
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heaven with a depth that would truly satisfy the longings of his soul.255 He believed that 
the soul would be turned into joy itself when it not only believes, but also feels  the love of 
God.256 Thus Baxter’s understanding of the nature and quality of Christian experience 
was conditioned by a theological perspective pertaining to the stages of God’s work in 
history.
Does this emphasis upon experiential encounter with God mean that Baxter was a 
‘mystical’ theologian?257 The answer to this question depends upon how the term 
‘mystical’ is defined. If the term refers to a focus on the suprarational, or of the 
ontological merging of the human into the divine, a negative answer is forthcoming. As 
has been demonstrated, Baxter was wholeheartedly committed to the place of reason in 
his method of meditation, and any move away from rational truth would completely 
undermine his approach. If, however, the word ‘mystical’ is used to acknowledge a 
deeply experiential dimension to his practice of theology, derived from reflection upon 
Scripture and mediated through the work of the Spirit, then it is an appropriate
255 For example, Baxter, DT, PW 3,991: ‘What a dungeon is this flesh! How little clearer is my sight, and 
little quicker are my perceptions, of unseen things, than long ago! Am I at the highest that man on earth can 
reach, and that when I am so dark and low? Is there no growth of these apprehensions more to be expected? 
... O thou that hast left us so many consolatory words of promise, that our joy may be full; send, oh! Send, 
the promised Comforter, without whose approaches and heavenly beams, when all is said, and a thousand 
thoughts and strivings have been assayed, it will still be night and winter with the soul.’ Cf. LF, PW3,759- 
61. See also his letter to Morgan Llwyd, 31 March 1657: ‘I would faine have more lively & cleare 
conceptions of his blessed nature, & the invisible things, but cannot attaine them, this is my burden, & oft 
times a great temptation to despondency. ... I know, that it is my Ignorance of God & distance from him, 
that here keeps under my affections, & depriveth me of the foretaste of heaven on earth’. See Keeble and 
Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 369 (Letters, i. 57), 248.
256 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1020. Robert Bolton, one of the English practical Divines admired by Baxter, voiced a 
similar sentiment about the limitations of human comprehension of the glory of heaven in present 
experience, while still affirming that a genuine experience of these realities was possible by means of 
divine illumination: ‘... although wee cannot comprehend the whole, yet we may consider part. Though we 
cannot take a full draught of that over-flowing fountaine of endlesse blisse above, yet we may taste; though 
we cannot yet enjoy the whole harvest, yet we take a survey of the first fruits. For, the Scriptures to this end 
shadow unto us a glimpse, by the most excellent, precious and desirable things of this life.’ See Bolton, 
Foure Last Things, 114f.
257 See, for example, Ladell, Richard Baxter, chap. 4; Powicke, Under the Cross, 251-2; George P. Fisher,
" The Writings of Richard Baxter," Bibliotheca Sacra and American Biblical Repository 9 (1852), 314-5.
See also the discussion regarding mysticism in chapter one.
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description. Baxter would not have been able to conceive of God working within the 
human soul in a way that did not encompass all its faculties and powers, and thus the 
place of the heart and affections are central within his system of piety. Yet if this can be 
described as ‘mystical’, it is a grounded form of mysticism. It was unconcerned with 
movement to a higher plane of spiritual experience, except for what is appropriate to any 
ordinary believer who would take seriously the summons to be Christ’s follower; neither 
did it require monastic estrangement from earthly society. Baxter’s mysticism, therefore, 
is that of the believer who by faith and the operation of the Holy Spirit partakes of an 
emotionally engaging communion with God that is marked by a sense of true fellowship.
It is at this level of experiential and affectionate encounter with God that Baxter 
most strongly drew upon the broader western tradition of meditative thought and 
practice.258 Augustine, Jean Gerson and other devotional writers were favourites for 
Baxter because he was convinced that they were correct in emphasising the voluntarist 
and affective dimension in the life of faith. At this point Martz has overstated his case in 
his claim that Baxter was attempting to recover earlier Catholic devotional practices and 
import them in Puritan thinking.250 As was demonstrated in chapter two, the Puritans 
were already fully conversant with this tradition and were convinced of the need for 
theology to be more than an intellectual exercise. Baxter, therefore, was not the purveyor 
of an aberrant strain within Puritan piety, nor did he attempt to import any religious 
practice that lay beyond justification in the light of his understanding of God’s revelation.
258 For a similar connection with earlier traditions within the thought of John Owen, see Rehnman, "John 
Owen," 200-1.
2Sy Martz, Poetry o f Meditation, 168-74.
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The method for self-examination
Baxter’s approach to self-examination extended well beyond a quick assessment of 
external behaviour, seeking rather to unlock hidden motivations so that one’s relationship 
with God could correctly be assessed. As with heavenly meditation, the clearest statement 
on the procedure is in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. Located in Part III of the work, self- 
examination in this context was a means to discerning whether one truly will participate 
in God’s rest. Although often neglected, this searching diagnostic technique could 
therefore do much good to those that were prepared to apply themselves to it. Baxter 
defines self-examination as ‘an inquiry into the course of our lives, but more especially 
into the inward acts of our souls, and trying of their sincerity by the word of God, and 
accordingly judging of our real and relative estate.’ Baxter’s ability to analyse the human 
condition is evident here. To assess behaviour accurately, four steps were necessary.
First, are true acts of faith present in one’s life? Second, are these acts done sincerely 
from correct motives? Third, are these acts done consistently, ‘as prove a habit of 
holiness, or only some slight disposition’? If the acts are habitual, one can conclude that 
he or she is regenerate. Fourth, from these steps one can deduce one’s relation to God, 
and know that ‘I am pardoned, reconciled, justified, and adopted into sonship.’260 The line 
of reasoning is Aristotelian, and Baxter adopts the practical syllogism commonly utilised 
by Puritan Divines: ‘He that believes in spiritual sincerity, or he that loves God in 
spiritual sincerity, is a regenerate man: but I do so believe and love; therefore, I am 
regenerate.’261 The practice was designed to deepen a sense of assurance, yet Baxter
260 Baxter, SER, PW3, 170-1.
261 Ibid., PW3, 171.
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indicates that this would not always eventuate. In line with other forms of meditation, 
there are hindrances that disrupt both the exercise and the outcome of the practice— 
Satan, ‘wicked men,’ and most especially, one’s own heart, can all create problems.262
Baxter provides directions as to how to engage the soul in working through the 
steps described above. What is required is to empty the mind of distracting thoughts and 
seek God’s assistance in prayer, to choose an appropriate time and place, and to recall the 
marks of the regenerate or ‘gospel conditions’ and convince the soul of their truth. Only 
then could the process of self-questioning begin. The heart and conscience must be 
seriously and diligently engaged in the task and not be allowed to waver until the 
examination is complete. But according to Baxter’s reckoning, to pause at this point 
would be premature—examination must issue in a judgment as to whether or not one is a 
true believer. Then that information must be used to stir the heart, either of the horror of 
being found in a graceless state or of the delight in being counted amongst the blessed.263 
Truth and affection, therefore, are both significant and necessary in this holy exercise if 
its benefits were to be attained.
In other contexts Baxter speaks of self-examination (or self-judging) in a more 
general sense of assessing one’s progress in spiritual life, reflecting the pronounced 
watchfulness, even perhaps obsessiveness, which characterises Puritan practical divinity. 
‘Never grow careless or neglectful of yourselves,’ he wrote in A Christian Directory,264 
Elsewhere Baxter suggests that a fitting end to each day was to ‘examine yourselves, 
whether your souls have grown better or worse,’ perhaps even keeping ‘a daily catalogue’
262 Ibid., PW3, 174-5. Cf. CD, PW1,52.
263 Baxter, S£/?,PW3, 185-6.
264 Baxter, CD, PW 1,901.
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of ‘ sins and mercies. ’ 265 One man who did this was Mr. John Corbet. Baxter, when 
preaching at Corbet’ s funeral, commended this departed saint for the ‘ study of his own 
heart by strict examination,’ something that came to light from personal jottings on the 
topic found amongst his papers. While the duty should be a regular part of life, Baxter 
held that it was more necessary in periods of threat or crisis, such as sickness, or when 
one was near to death, and it was most fitting to be acutely aware of the soul’s condition 
before partaking of the sacrament.266 So for Baxter, self-examination was one of the core 
duties, one of ‘the laws of Christian practice,’ that must be persevered with if the life of 
faith is to be taken seriously.267 Yet priorities mattered to Baxter, and while this duty was 
important, it was not the most important: ‘though Christians ... must study themselves ... 
yet must they much more study God,’ for it is that that will most advance the progress of 
the soul.268 Baxter also was alert to the dangers of introspection and the potential for 
tender consciences to be too hard on themselves. One wonders that if such a focus on 
God, especially on his love, grace, and mercy, had been more central in Puritan preaching 
and practical divinity, whether there would have been fewer believers struggling with 
self-doubt and lack of assurance. In sum, Baxter understood self-examination essentially 
to be a meditation upon oneself, undertaken with the same discipline, intentionality, and 
regard to the psychological workings of the soul, that characterised his advice for 
meditating upon other topics.
265 Ibid., PW 1,469.
266 Ibid., PW1,523; LF, PW 3,756; PMB, PW4, 243.
267 Baxter, RCR, PW2, 85. Cf. Baxter, Richard Baxter's Account o f His Present Thoughts Concerning the 
Controversies About the Perseverance o f the Saints (London, 1657), 27-8.
268 Baxter, CD, PW1, 161.
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The method of meditation for unbelievers
Baxter did not write at length concerning meditation for unbelievers, but what was 
forthcoming confirms that his psychological understanding was a determining factor in 
the way that he believed meditation should be carried out. Despite their unregenerate 
state, Baxter believed that unbelievers should engage in the same key activities as the 
believer if their meditation was to bear any fruit. The method was to be the same because 
the structure and workings of the soul were grounded in God’s work in creation. Baxter 
held that the work of the Spirit in regeneration brought a change of focus for the believer. 
Yet this did not overturn the essential principles of psychological functioning that are true 
for all human beings. Once more, Baxter stressed the work of consideration: ‘If you 
would be converted and saved, be much in secret, serious consideration.’269 Baxter 
constantly set before his readers, whether they were regenerate or not, the realities of 
heaven and hell. Eternal destinies were at stake, hence his urgent insistence that the state 
of one’s soul be a matter of serious attention. The regular distractions of life must be put 
to one side so that time could be taken to ponder seriously these weighty concerns. Baxter 
was not marginalising the divine role in the process of conversion; he knew that ‘the 
word of God is pure and powerful to convert the soul.’ God worked through means, 
however, and the normal process by which this divine operation functioned was for the 
hearer to thoughtfully engage with that word: ‘how can you look it should convert you, if 
you will not so much as soberly think upon it?’270 Furthermore, the act of consideration 
was essential if a shift was to occur in a person’s heart, the locus where the work of
269 Baxter, CTU, PW2,538.
270 Baxter, TC, PW2,483.
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conversion takes place. ‘It is the work of consideration,’ Baxter wrote, ‘to bring down 
truths from the understanding to the heart, and to hold them there till they do their 
work.’271 Once the heart has been brought to the point of seriously considering these 
matters, it must be pressed to a resolution, from whence the will makes its choice either 
to accept or reject the divine appeal.272 Thus once again, for Baxter it was right- 
headedness that was the key to right-heartedness. He was convinced that the soul 
functions in a particular manner and hence he believed that meditation, with its stress on 
both head and heart, would be a most helpful way to shift a soul from cold unwillingness 
in relation to the things of God to a warm embracing of the new life he offers.
Conclusion
The teleological nature of Baxter’s thought has already been noted: it was the end that 
held prime importance, and the end determined the means. The great end for Baxter was 
the glory of God and the believer’s participation and enjoyment in the heavenly rest that 
was graciously granted to the faithful by divine appointment. Subsidiary to this end was 
the goal of holy living that reflected this future reality and ensured that earthly pilgrims 
would not be waylaid on the journey to their celestial home. Baxter’s method of 
meditation was constructed with these ends in mind and as a means to their attainment.
This being so, to Baxter’s mind the highest form of this duty must be heavenly 
contemplation. As has been seen, this was not the only topic worthy of meditation, but in 
essence all other topics must in some way serve the interest of pursuing the holy life and
271 Ibid. See also DPSC, P W 2,593.
272 Baxter, DPSC, PW 2,593-4.
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attaining the promised inheritance, or they would be a waste of time. There is some truth 
in Baxter’s description of heavenly meditation as an ‘unknown duty.’273 Many had 
advocated heavenly meditation, but no one had constructed a method for its practice in 
such detail and placed it within a coherent theological and psychological framework. For 
as Baxter outlined this duty and encouraged his readers to devote themselves to it, he 
revealed an awareness of those to whom he wrote. He had in his own mind a lucid 
understanding of the human condition, in both its natural and fallen states. On the one 
hand, his awareness of the natural condition dictated the essence of his method, how 
intellect, will, heart and affections worked together through consideration and soliloquy 
to bring real and positive change to the soul. On the other hand, his appreciation of the 
fallen condition of humanity drove his concern to elaborate upon hindrances and helps to 
meditation and how to prepare for the task—attaining the goal would be no easy task and 
the more assistance that could be provided the better. His promotion of the use of 
similitudes and his suggestions for employment of the senses also reflected this truth. 
Baxter, therefore, was always thinking, ‘What will help a human soul in a mortal and 
fallen condition to move towards its true end?’ For Baxter, heavenly meditation was the 
key resolution to that question.
Baxter’s psychological understanding was to a large extent a product of his 
extensive reading and reflection upon the Scriptures and the thinking of other theologians 
and philosophers. But it was also mediated by reflection on his experience. His grasp of 
the workings of his own soul —his doubts, temptations, fears, desires, weaknesses—were 
to some extent projected onto others and consistently informed the advice he offered
273 Baxter, SER, PW 3,248.
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others. This shaped his method for meditation. It was structured and disciplined, yet also 
more flexible than that offered by some other advocates. There was a pattern to Baxter’s 
approach, but it was of a different quality to counter-reformation methods such as the 
Ignatian Spiritual Exercises or Francis de Sales’ An Invitation to the Devout Life. It was 
not a precise system of exercises to be worked through over a series of weeks, but an 
attitude toward life that recognised that even believers subject to the impulse of the Holy 
Spirit would not naturally drift in the direction of godliness, but required regular and 
disciplined use of the God-ordained means to promote spiritual growth. Yet Baxter also 
held that not all would be equally able in its practice, and even for those who were able, 
the precise nature and extent of their meditations would vary according to their everyday 
calling and the opportunities that that calling provided. Baxter knew both how much he 
benefited from meditation, and how difficult he found the practice, and this tension 
surfaced continually when he wrote concerning it.
Baxter’s method for meditation betrays strong Puritan influence. The intensity 
and devoutness that the Puritans believed ought to pervade all of life, especially when 
performing spiritual exercises, are abundantly evident in Baxter’s writings. Furthermore, 
Baxter would not permit meditation to become a special technique for an elite, but 
maintained that it was a beneficial activity for all. He also followed the Puritan emphasis 
upon life being a response to divine revelation; God has his two books, the written 
Scriptures and the majestic creation. Baxter believed that by faith the promises of God 
found in Scripture were to be seized, issuing in living hope and the vibrant love and joy 
that ought to characterise the sanctified life. Through God’s other book, that of creation,
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every creature and every event that lies under divine providential care could be a means 
to a richer awareness of God and communion with him.
Thus Baxter’s guidelines for meditation, be it heavenly or a more general topic, 
were an articulation of the core principle of what he believed theology to be —an 
affective, practical science which engaged head, heart and hand in the unified project of 
bringing glory to God. The study now turns to consider the effectiveness of Baxter’s 
approach to meditation in achieving the goals that he believed were forthcoming from its 
practice.
252
Chapter Four
The Reception of Baxter’s Meditative Agenda: The Positive
Legacy
Richard Baxter desired that all Christian believers, called into a vital and transforming 
relationship with God through a sovereign work of grace in their lives, would practise the 
duty of meditation so that they might progress in holiness and thereby contribute to a 
renovation of the social and religious order throughout the English nation. He provided 
exhortations and clear directions for the execution of this obligation, emphasising 
heavenly meditation in particular because of the heightened benefits he believed it 
bestowed upon the practitioner. Desires and intentions, however, as worthy as they may 
be, are only part of the historical picture that pertains to Baxter’s oeuvre. Also of 
significance is the reception of his ideas and approach. Did people apply his meditative 
method in their devotional practices? Did they find it helpful? What impact did he have 
upon the tradition of meditation within Protestant practical divinity? Can it be said that 
what Baxter advocated had some bearing upon the religious climate of the nation?
This chapter considers the legacy of Baxter’s meditative agenda with particular 
focus upon the positive appropriation of his ideas and the consequent impact upon his 
reputation. While Baxter never saw the refreshment of spiritual life at the national level 
that he and other Puritans desired so deeply and for which they laboured so earnestly, 
there is strong evidence that aspects of Baxter’s emphases in the realm of practical 
divinity, including his method of meditation, were of personal benefit to many people and 
lent shape to the ministry of other pastors. Furthermore, the concern for the heavenly life 
that permeates so much of Baxter’s published work and correspondence nurtured an
ongoing stream of Protestant affective and practical piety. While this chapter will 
consider these constructive outcomes, the following chapter will demonstrate that his 
ideas were not warmly embraced by all, and that the rigour of his approach is a prime 
example of how Puritan practical divinity was perceived by many to lay too heavy a 
burden upon the consciences of the general populace.
The notions of ‘reception’ and ‘influence’ within historical analysis
Before the issue of the reception of Baxter’s approach can be taken up in earnest, some 
preliminary comments regarding the theoretical basis for such a discussion are in order. 
What does it mean to speak of the reception of someone’s ideas, proposals or practices? 
How would such “reception” be investigated and what provides evidence for it? Some 
who appropriated Baxter’s method of meditation may have noted the fact down in 
writing, but it would be inadvisable to assume that this would happen in the normal 
course of events. For those who were advocating a form of methodical meditation that 
incurred some debt to Baxter, would a reference such as, ‘Here I make use of Richard 
Baxter’s approach to heavenly meditation,’ be expected? What if the writer believed that 
Baxter’s method was already well known and assumed that readers would be familiar 
with its original source? Questions such as these suggest that the matter of reception is 
not a straightforward issue.
Even more noteworthy are the difficulties associated with speaking of the 
influence of one writer’s work upon others. In discussions involving the history of ideas, 
Quentin Skinner has questioned the utility of the concept of ‘influence’ when considering
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relationships between texts, because the notion can easily be pressed into service without 
due ‘consideration of whether the conditions sufficient, or at least necessary, for the 
proper application of the concept have been met.’1 To demonstrate a trajectory of 
influence from writer A to writer B, notes Skinner, ‘would at least have to include (i) that 
there should be a genuine similarity between the doctrines A and B; (ii) that B could not 
have found the relevant doctrine in any other writer than A ; (iii) that the probability of the 
similarity being random should be very low.’2 Skinner’s remarks offer a warning against 
any simplistic designation of connection between Baxter and others due to the use of 
similar terminology and methods—multiple factors and ideas affect and contribute to the 
construction of mental worlds.
Furthermore, it would be wrong to equate the influence of someone’s work with 
its importance. To be a significant figure in the history of ideas does not imply the 
endorsement and appropriation of his or her scholarly deposit by all or even some within 
their guild of endeavour. The importance of ideas might rest in the intellectual stimulus 
they provide to others, perhaps by assisting them to consider a matter from a fresh angle 
and nurturing streams of enquiry previously unexamined.
The above-mentioned considerations indicate that both Baxter’s own ideas, and 
the reception of them by others, are part of a complex social, cultural and intellectual 
milieu. While it is impossible to determine the precise impact and influence of his 
method of meditation upon individuals and traditions of piety, it must be remembered 
that Baxter was an active participant and contributor within this broad environment. He 
not only absorbed the ideas of others; he also supplied content to various streams of
1 Quentin Skinner, "Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas," History and Theory 8, no. 1 
(1969), 25.
2 Ibid., 26.
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religious and intellectual life. This investigation will consider a range of sources that bear 
upon the reception of Baxter’s approach to meditation, including references to his work 
in correspondence and published writings, as well as the publishing history and 
circulation of his own written deposit. The evidence considered will demonstrate that 
Baxter made his own distinct contribution to religious devotion, particularly within the 
noteworthy movement of English practical divinity that underwent significant 
transformation through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Early reception of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest
Central to understanding how Baxter’s meditative approach was received is the reception 
of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. This text, his first written work, remained the definitive 
exposition of his approach to heavenly meditation. From its original publication and for 
centuries thereafter, this work has been intimately linked with Baxter’s perspectives on 
Puritan life and practice. As Frederick Powicke, the key Baxter scholar of the early 
twentieth century, noted, ‘there has grown up an almost instinctive connexion between 
Baxter and his first book.’3 Therefore a careful examination of the responses that it 
evoked will be crucial in answering broader questions relating to the reception of 
Baxter’s emphases concerning meditation. Various scholars have already conducted 
research into the reception of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. Benjamin Fawcett collated 
some positive responses to the work and this formed part of his Preface to an abridged
3 Powicke, "Saints Everlasting Rest," 446. Baxter published his Aphorisms of Justification a year earlier, 
but it was written after The Saints’ Everlasting Rest.
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version of the book issued in 1759.4 Frederick Powicke and John Wilkinson have since 
built upon his labours.5 There is, however, further information available that bears upon 
the reception of this significant text.
The first line of evidence derives from the publishing history of The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest during Baxter’s lifetime. As noted in chapter one, Baxter himself was 
fully convinced of the importance of reading as a means to shaping spiritual 
development. His own life had been transformed through books, and their significance 
was further heightened in his own mind following the marginalisation of Puritan ideals 
that occurred when the Restoration religious settlement was enacted. Baxter reflected 
upon the value of books in this new context: T now bless God that his poor Servants have 
the private help of Books, which are the best Teachers, under God, that many thousand 
Persons have.’6 Therefore, for Baxter and others of similar judgment, the steady 
promulgation of published works was an instrument in God’s hands for the good of the 
nation’s people.
The evidence reveals that The Saints’ Everlasting Rest enjoyed wide 
dissemination. In a reference most likely penned in 1664, Baxter indicated that this was 
the most popular of all his published works.7 At that point it would have been in its ninth 
printing, editions having been published annually or biannually since 1650. Further
4 Richard Baxter, The Saint's Everlasting Rest, abridgement by Benjamin Fawcett ed. (Shrewsbury: J. 
Cotton and I. Eddowes, 1759).
5 Powicke, "Saints Everlasting Rest.", Richard Baxter, The Saints' Everlasting Rest, Edited with an 
Introduction by John T. Wilkinson (London: Epworth Press, 1962).
6 Baxter, Reliquiae, I, 106.
7 In the context of discussing the reception of his A Call to the Unconverted, Baxter writes, “... I published 
this little Book; which God hath blessed with unexpected Success beyond all the rest that I have written 
(except The Saints Rest)". See Ibid., I, 114-5.
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editions were printed in 1669 (tenth), 1671 (eleventh) and 1688 (twelfth).8 Wilkinson,
following Powicke, calculated that if each printing numbered 1,500 copies that would
indicate a circulation of 18,000 across the twelve editions.9 But Green and Peters suggest
that in the last two-thirds of the seventeenth-century, print runs for books that had proved
their worth was often 2,000 copies or more, so this figure may be greater.10
Elsewhere in Reliquiae Baxterianae Baxter described something of the impact of
the work upon its readers, as judged by feedback that he himself had received:
This Book it pleased God so far to bless to the Profit of many ... And 1 found that the Transcript 
of the Heart hath the greatest force upon the Hearts of others; For the Good that I have heard that 
Multitudes have received by that Writing, and the Benefit which I again received by their Prayers, 
I here humbly return my Thanks to him that compelled me to write it."
The benefit the book brought to its readers was evident from its initial appearance in the
public sphere. In ‘A Premonition’ added to the second and subsequent editions of the
text, Baxter acknowledged that his work suffered due to his personal imperfections, yet,
‘God hath been pleased to give the book such unexpected acceptance, that I have reason
enough to hope, that the good it hath done this one year, already, is greater than the hurt
which the imperfections have done.’12
8 Only minor changes were made after the second edition (1651). The second edition added ‘A 
Premonition’, a ‘Preface’ to Part II, an extra chapter in Part III, and extensive marginal citations. See ‘A 
Premonition’, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, PW 3,6-7 and ‘Introductory Essay’, 11-12, in Saints' Rest, Ed. 
Wilkinson.
9 ‘Introductory Essay’, Ibid., 12; Powicke, "Saints Everlasting Rest," 477. These calculations are based on 
Baxter’s statement that he had received as payment from booksellers one out of each fifteen copies 
produced (most of which he gave away) plus eighteen pence a rheam for the other fourteen. See Baxter, 
Reliquiae, Appendix vii, 117-8; Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1019.
10 Ian Green and Kate Peters, "Religious Publishing in England 1640-1695," in The Cambridge History o f 
the Book in Britain Volume Iv 1557-1695, ed. John Barnard and D. F. McKenzie (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 80. J. I. Packer suggests the editions were ‘3,000 or so copies’ in Richard Baxter, 
The Saints Everlasting Rest, Edited and Introduction by John T. Wilkinson with a New Foreword by J. I. 
Packer (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 1962, 2004), vii.
11 Baxter, Reliquiae, I, 108. Baxter does not specify the sources of this feedback, but the evidence presented 
below, especially that contained within correspondence to him, probably contributed to the information that 
he had received.
12 Baxter, SER, PW 3,7.
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Baxter’s own summary of the impact of The Saints’ Rest is endorsed by a clutch 
of favourable mentions to the work located in items of correspondence he received. In a 
letter written to Baxter on 18 June 1650, Robert Abbott, a conformist Church of England 
minister and writer, stated that he had ‘never received more satisfaction from any bookes 
of men for the mayne,’ a comment made with reference to Baxter’s Aphorismes of 
Justification and The Saints’ Rest,13 These works were commended again in a further 
letter from Abbott on 21 July 1650, and on 27 February 1651 he requested that Baxter 
reprint Aphorismes of Justification and The Saints’ Rest, because they were ‘almost out of 
presse, and the church will have a losse if so they rest.’14 A few years later (7 June 1654) 
Abbott wrote once more ‘of the great good done by your Everlasting Rest f 5
A similar endorsement sounded from other Church of England ministers whom 
Baxter had befriended when many clergy of Puritan persuasion sought refuge in Coventry 
after the outbreak of Civil War. Baxter had sent Richard Vines a copy of the book and in 
response he wrote on 1 July 1650</1>, ‘I received ... your most worthy treatise entitled 
The Saints everlasting rest, which I do very highly prize for its own worth & somewhat 
the more for that I doe write upon it ex dono authoris. In it you teach the precepts of god. 
To hear[?| (of our faith) orthodoxically, the iniquity of times & the great ruine of faith & 
honesty sets the greater value & price upon it & such treatises as a light set up to men in a
13 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 42 (Letters, vi. 134), 57. For Abbott, see Jacqueline Eales, "Abbot, 
Robert (fl. c. 1589-1652)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
14 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar 1, No. 45 (Letters, v. 131), 58; No. 56 (Letters, iv. 74), 64.
15 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 148. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 186,43.
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stormy night.’16 The following month another friend from Coventry days, Robert Morton, 
wrote,
Your books are much valued both in the Universities, & in the Countrey. Men enquire whether Mr 
Baxter will sett forth any more. I was told by an able minister very lately, that Dr. <Francis> 
Chenill in Oxford spake very much in the Commendations of your bookes in the heareing of some 
able ministers: ... I gather by your booke of the Saints rest <(1650)>, that god hath done much for 
you, since I first knew you ... I never did desire more to see you & talke with you.17
Peter Ince, Rector of Donhead St Mary, Wiltshire, believed that The Saints’ Rest was
being well received in the reading populace and was already promoting godly living
throughout the land. On 16 November 1652 he wrote to Baxter, ‘Truly I know not any
booke that the Lord hath made more use of for the rowsinge men up to an active and busy
religiousnesse (which is religiousnesse indeed) then that of yours.’ He wished for Baxter
to continue his ministry in print and thereby ‘make the soules of many yet more holy’.
Ince was roused to think that there might yet be hope for the national religious temper:
‘When religion was growne so generally notionall who could have imagined that a booke
urginge laborious holynesse should have found such quicke & generall Wellcome? Truly
the acceptation of your booke hath made me to have some better thoughts that religion is
not so much lost in the Land as I thought it had been.’18 A similar sentiment issued from
Henry Bartlett, the vicar of Fordingbridge, Hampshire: ‘I cannot but blesse god, & tell
you, How much good your S ’s rest hath don in these parts; ... our good god hath made
your book instrumental to ‘ava^coKvpeiv to xapicrpa rov 6 e o v ' x9 Bartlett wrote with
further praise in March, 1653. He noted that there were ‘not many treatises of Meditation’
16 Baxter, "Letters," ii. 15. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 44 ,58 , Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. 
Wilkinson, 15. For Vines, see William Lamont, "Vines, Richard (1599/1600-1656)," in ODNB (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).
17 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 47 (Letters, iii. 177,6 August <1650?>), 59.
IS Baxter, "Letters," iv. 181. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 103,88.
19 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 178, 30 December 1652. The Greek is translated, ‘to rekindle the gift of God’. See 
also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 105,89.
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and that ‘God hath blessed’ its reputation and distribution: ‘that a booke of that bulke & 
prize as your Rest should in so few years be so often printed conveys enough.’20 Two 
years later his heart was warmed with the thought that the book ‘may have a farther 
entertainment’ among Hampshire ministers and their people now that the ministers have 
overcome their concerns about Baxter’s doctrinal orthodoxy.21 One of Baxter’s former 
colleagues in the Worcestershire Association, Thomas Jackson, was convinced that the 
text could be a force for good even amongst the criminal element within society. Jackson 
sought his assistance in having copies of ‘your Saints Rest, & some other of your most 
awakening books’ placed in the Shrewsbury prison for the spiritual benefit of the 
inmates.22 This correspondence from Ince, Bartlett, and others above is evidence that 
Baxter was achieving some success in his desire that his meditative advice would issue in 
the transformation of lives and in societal reform.
Other ministers highlighted the personal benefit they had gained from exposure to 
The Saints' Everlasting Rest. Thomas Wadsworth, Rector of Newington Butts, Surrey, 
was taken with the ‘heavenliness’ of the book and his appreciation of it and the 
Aphorisms of Justification moved him to write, T value them above all the books I have 
or ever (I had almost said) hope to see.’23 The New England émigré and missionary to the 
American Indians, John Eliot, found comfort in the midst of his bodily ailments from 
reading this work: ‘the booke you title S ’ts everlasting rest, oh w|ha|t a sweet refreshing 
did the Lord make it to be unto me!’ He pressed Baxter to write ‘practical meditations’ on 
a range of topics because he believed the Lord had endowed Baxter with ‘a rare gift,
20 Baxter, "Letters," iii. 183. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 113,95; No. 61 (Letters, vi. 57), 
124, where Bartlett reports of his commendation of The Saints’ Rest to Mrs Margaret Hildesly.
21 Baxter, "Letters," vi. 112,4 April 1655. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 234, 171-2.
22 Baxter, "Letters," i. 131. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 886, 132.
23 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 235 (Letters, ii. 50 ,7  April 1655), 172.
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especially to follow a meditation to the bottom, & bring it to an issue, & to set it forth for
a patterne.’24 Edward Lawrence, Vicar of Baschurch, Shropshire, maintained that ‘Yor
Rest hath been my sweet companion.’27 The Vicar of Mildenhall, Suffolk, John Watson,
while effusive in praise for ‘those thoughts you have so fully r[e)hearsed in your more
speculative treatises’, was even more taken by Baxter’s practical writings:
But my soule cannot but greedily embrace & hugge that goodnes that streames in every line of 
your practicall. You have set before me a two fold looking-glasse: the one in your Rest to dresse 
my selfe by as a Christian; the other in your Gildas Salvian<us: to dresse my selfe by as honoured 
with the high & weighty calling of a Minister. I desire, these with my bible may be ever before
me:26
Charles Gataker had received from Baxter a letter of condolence following the death of 
his father, the clergyman and Puritan scholar, Thomas Gataker. In reply the son 
reminisced of the regard in which Baxter and his writings had been held: T have heard 
my Father ... professe a great satisfaction with solid comfort received from your writings, 
some whereof he recommended in his sicknesse to some religious visitants as great helps 
to stay & settle minds on Christ, & by particular order hath injoyned me to present certain 
copies of your excellent book (The Saints Rest) to diverse his neerest friends for the 
remembrance of him.’27
The Rector of Finchley, Middlesex, credited his spiritual awakening to Baxter’s 
publication. On 16 March 1658, Thomas Gouldstone wrote, ‘my 2d birth, if yet borne 
againe, I owe to (you, you are my father,) your S ’s rest I meane which I read 3 times over
24 Baxter, "Letters," iii. 7, 16 October 1656. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 327, 228.
25 Cited from Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 15. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 352, 20 
January 1656<7>, 241.
26 Baxter, "Letters," v. 172, 26 January 1656/7. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 355, 241-2. 
Letter no. 3 5 5 ,2 4 If.
27 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 202, 25 September 1654, (Letters, iv. 218), 155-6. A codicil to 
Gataker’s will indicated that copies of The Saints’ Rest were to be distributed ‘to a sister, Mistress Carleton, 
to Lady Whitlocke, and to eight names cousins.’ See Brett Usher, "Gataker, Thomas (1574-1654)," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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in the year 51 .,28 An Independent minister and millennial writer, Thomas Beverley, also 
claimed a heritage of religious nurture from Baxter. In the latter months of Baxter’s life 
(4 April 1691), Beverley could say of him, ‘you are to mee more a Father, and a Bishop 
then many nominall ones; Ever since I read Your S ’ts Everlasting Rest, and Re-, and Re- 
Read it, before I had seen Twenty Yeers.’29
But those in pastoral ministry were not the only ones to find spiritual solace from 
The Saints’ Rest. Captain Abel Warren of Kilkenny expressed his ‘hearty thanks’ to 
Baxter for his book in a letter dated 10 August 1653. Warren wrote, ‘your Meditations of 
Saints Rest, O how full of sweetness! How full of heavenly Comforts in the greate worke 
of Gods owne Spirit by you’.30 A mercer from Repton in Derby, Richard Ford, also 
conveyed his appreciation to Baxter, finding the piece one of the means to relief from a 
state of inner turmoil over the doctrine of predestination that he had suffered ‘for about 
30 years together.’31 A letter from Peter Ince to Baxter revealed that ‘Sir Nathaniel 
Bernardiston a very godly knight in Suffolke receavd much good by your <Saints> rest.32 
There is also record of a minister’s wife obtaining profit, as reported to Baxter via her 
husband, Simon King: ‘She can’t forget the having of your S ’s rest I think every day in 
her hand.’33 Thus persons from a range of occupations and social circumstances claimed 
profit from this meditative treatise. The precise nature of this benefit, however, is difficult 
to determine. The comments reported above suggest that readers professed to have found 
advantage in terms of doctrinal instruction, in the methodology of meditation, and
28 Baxter, "Letters," v. 121. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 438, 297.
29 Baxter, "Letters," v. 238. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1229, 314.
30 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 234. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 128,04. 104.
31 Baxter, "Letters," v .63 ,31  October 1653. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 142, 14.
32 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar 1, No. 165 (Letters i. 7, c. March 1654), 129.
33 Baxter, "Letters," v. 101,16 February 1688. Simon King was Rector of Bottlebridge, Huntingdonshire. 
See Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1187, 295.
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especially in enhancement of the spiritual temper of their lives. Yet specific noetic, 
affectional and moral outcomes tend not to be described.
The impact of The Saints’ Rest upon some readers motivated them to seek 
Baxter’s counsel. Edmund Alderne (writing 31 January 1651<2>), although unknown to 
Baxter, wanted to know ‘what I might do to be Saved’, for he believed that no one else 
was ‘more Experienced nor more able then yourselfe as your Booke Caled the S<aints> 
Rest <(1650)> doth abundantly manifest’.34 A Fellow of King’s College, William 
Duncumbe, had read The Saints’ Rest and Plain Scripture Truth with ‘ravishement of 
soule & rapture of affection’, and this encouraged him to seek Baxter’s assistance in a 
family matter.35 On the basis of the ‘good counsell’ he found in The Saints’ Rest, John 
Greenbrough sought Baxter’s advice on the lawfulness of listening to Independent 
preachers.36 One outcome from the publishing of this work, therefore, was that Baxter 
grew in repute as an effective pastor of souls amongst the general populace.
The benefits reaped by ministers and others from this work were not confined to 
English soil. A Swiss pastor, Johann Zollikofer, wrote to Baxter in 1663 of the high 
regard in which he was held ‘by me ... and also in our Neighbour Protestant Confederate 
Cities of Zuric and Schaffhousen’. Zollikofer had purchased a number of Baxter’s 
treatises and made it his ‘chief work’ to study them carefully, ‘and cannot express the 
great Advantage I received by them: so that I commended the very same Books to others 
of our Brethren who have endeavoured without delay to get them ... For which Works 
we thank God with one accord, for the great and heavenly Gifts he hath so largely 
bestowed upon you, for the common good of his Church; ... Particularly I must acquaint
34 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 78 (Letters, vi. 134), 73.
35 Ibid., No. 95 (Letters, v. 226, 12 September 1652), 84.
36 Ibid., No. 618, (Letters, v. 98, c. November-early December 1659), 419.
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you with the high esteem we make of those two Chief Pieces, the Everlasting Rest and
Reformed P astor'31 Similarly, Paul Testard, who ministered in a Protestant Church in
Dangeau, France, corresponded with Baxter on 22 November 1678 and expressed his
admiration for The Saints' Everlasting Rest.38
Others, both home and abroad, were so convinced of the value of the work for the
increase of Christian piety that they wrote to Baxter urging him to have it translated. The
Earl of Lauderdale, writing on 19 October 1657, said that he was a ‘debtor’ to Baxter ‘for
my share of your charity to mankinde, I meane for the good which by the grace of God I
have gott by your most pious & Learned Labours: Especially your book of Rest which I
have reason to esteem above all bookes except the Bible, and to bless the Lord that ever I
saw it.’39 Thirteen months later the Earl again wrote to urge Baxter ‘in getting your booke
of Rest put into Latin for the good of Protestants beyond the seas who I dare say wold
quickly put it into all their vulgar Languages.’40 Louis du Moulin, Public Professor of
History in Oxford, was of the same mind:
Were yr bookes either in Latin or French ... you might make a very great harvest. They vvisht you 
would seriously consider you might, if you please, benefit a million of Christians if out of your 
bookes, specially of yc Saints’ Rest ... you were pleased to make a short pithy system suited to 
learned and unlearned...41
Similar sentiments issued from the London merchant, Samuel Hutchins, who had resided 
for a number of years on the island of Madeira. He expressed his desire to Baxter that The
37 Baxter, Reliquiae, 11,443. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 712, 38.
38 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1022, (Letters, v. 21), 200.
39 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 104. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 401,271.
40 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 523, (Letters, iii. 52 ,24  November 1658), 362. Cf. the comments 
Lauderdale makes in an earlier letter (Letters, iv. 102, 11 June 1658). Lauderdale had sent most of Baxter’s 
books to a friend in Holland who had written back saying, ‘I am extreamely taken with all comes from Mr. 
Baxter’s pen ... the more I read of Mr. Baxter I like him the beter, He seems to be one who hath both much 
Learning, an a heart acquainted with the wayes of God.’ Cited from Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 
460,315.
41 Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 17, "Letters," v. 73, 12 June 1665. See also Keeble and Nuttall, 
Calendar II, No. 719,43.
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Saints’ Rest and A Christian Directory be translated into Latin for the benefit of ‘these 
people.’42 While a Latin version of The Saints’ Rest may not have been forthcoming, the 
work was translated into German in 1684 (Kassel), with further editions the same year 
(Hamburg), in 1689 (Schaffhausen), 1719 (Leipzig), and 1733 (Leipzig).43 There is 
evidence, therefore, that a number of people believed that The Saints’ Rest was a work of 
such benefit to the Christian populace that it should be granted as wide a distribution as 
possible.
Yet it is not only the record of Baxter’s correspondence that bears witness to the 
effect that The Saints’ Everlasting Rest had upon its readers; various published works 
provide further testimony. A Fellow of King’s College Cambridge, John Janeway (1633- 
1657), credited his conversion to the work of two preachers, ‘together with the reading 
several parts of Mr. Baxters Saints Everlasting Rest.’44 In a letter to his father, Janeway 
lamented the lack of spiritual fervour throughout the nation in language reminiscent of 
Baxter, and commended the place of meditation as a means to revive his father’s flagging 
spirit:
... there is a duty which if it were exercised would dispel all; which is heavenly meditation, and 
contemplation of the things which true Christian Religion tends to. If we did but walk closely with 
God one hour in a day in this duty, O what influence would it have into the whole life. This duty 
with the usefulness, manner and direction, &c. I knew in some measure before, but had it more 
pressed upon me by Mr. Baxters Saints Everlasting Rest, that can scarce be overvalued, for which 
I have cause for ever to bless God.43
42 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1059 (Letters, iii. 294), 219.
43 Peter Damrau, The Reception o f English Puritan Literature in Germany, Modern Humanities Research 
Association Texts and Dissertations / Institute of Germanic and Romance Studies (University of London) 
Bithell Series of Dissertations (London: Maney Publishing, 2006), 154, note 3. See also Edgar C. 
McKenzie, A Catalog o f British Devotional and Religious Books in German Translation from the 
Reformation to 1750, Bibliographie Zur Geschichte Des Pietismus (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 1997), 66-7.
44 Janeway, Invisibles, Realities, 6. This book is a ‘life’ of John issued by his brother James. See also 
Stephen Wright, "Janeway, John (1633-1657)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
43 Janeway, Invisibles, Realities, 13.
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In his Lives of Sundry Eminent Persons, Samuel Clarke records something of Janeway’s 
personal practice: ‘he set apart an hour every day for set, and solemn Meditation, which 
he found to be an excellent means to improve his Graces, and encrease his Comforts.’46 
Reference has already been made to the Puritan scholar, Thomas Gataker, and his 
regard for Baxter. In Gataker’s book, Discours Apologetical, he commends to his readers 
a section from The Saints’ Everlasting Rest where Baxter provides an exposition 
concerning the authority of Scripture. In so doing, he lauds the author and the book more 
generally: ‘for further and fuller satisfaction in the same Subject, I shall refer to that 
Religious, Laborious, and Judicious Servant of God Mr. Richard Baxter, in the Second 
Part of that his large, pious, accurate and useful Work, entituled, The Saints Eternal 
Rest. ,47 Thomas White was particularly taken with the value of the work in promoting 
affectionate spirituality. White, a London minister who later turned to nonconformity, 
wrote A Treatise of the Power of Godlinesse. The third section includes some titles 
recommended for readers, and he writes, ‘Mr. Baxters Saints everlasting rest, is a book 
for piety, and working upon the affections, so eminent, that I do not know any beyond 
it.’48
Theodosia Alleine recorded that her late husband, the ejected minister Joseph 
Alleine, was utterly convinced of the worth of practising heavenly meditation in the form 
prescribed by Baxter. She wrote:
particularly he delighted in Mr. Baxters Platform of Meditation on the Heavenly Felicity, in the 
close of his Saints Everlasting Rest; great part whereof he so digested, as often to cite it with great
46 Samuel Clark, The Lives of Sundry Eminent Persons in This Later Age (London, 1683), Pt 1,70. See also 
Richard Burnham, Pious Memorials; or, the Power of Religion Upon the Mind in Sickness and at Death, 
2nd ed. (London, 1754), 207.
47 Thomas Gataker, Discours Apologetical (London 1654), 78. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, 
Headnote from No. 124, 102.
4X Thomas White, A Treatise of the Power of Godlinesse (London, 1658), 237. See also Keeble and Nuttall, 
Calendar I, Headnote from No. 123, 101.
267
pleasure, prefacing his Citations with these words. Most divinely saith that Man of GOD, Holy Mr. 
Baxter, &c.49
When the right to continue the pastoral oversight of his congregation in Taunton ceased 
after the Restoration, Alleine continued to urge this duty in the letters he wrote whilst 
imprisoned. ‘See that you Traffique much with Heaven,’ he wrote, be much in 
Meditation and Consideration.’50
Another author subject to this book’s influence was Thomas Doolittle, one of the 
member’s of Baxter’s congregation at Kidderminster assisted into Cambridge by Richard 
Vines/’1 In a prefix to his Complete Body of Practical Divinity (‘Some Memoirs of the 
Author’s Life and Character’), J. Smith recalled
Whilst at school at Kederminster, he heard Mr. Baxter preach those sermons, which were 
afterwards printed in his book of the Saints rest: some of which discourses were blessed of God to 
his saving conversion, which was the ground of that peculiar esteem and affection which he would 
often express for that holy man, as whom God had made his spiritual father.52
This is exactly the sentiment that Doolittle expressed when he dedicated to Baxter his
work, The Lord’s last-sufferings shewed in the Lord's-Supper. He affirmed Baxter as his
friend and father (‘7w mihi & Amicus & Pater ) and indicated that he particular valued
three of his treatises — The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Catholick Theologie, and Methodus
Theologiae Christianae 53 The impact of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest upon Doolittle is
evident in two funeral sermons he preached which were later expanded and published. In
The Saints Convoy to Heaven, Doolittle’s language is reminiscent of Baxter’s concern for
heavenly-mindedness. He exhorted his readers ‘Seriously and believingly to think of
49 Theodosia Alleine, The Life & Death of Mr. Joseph Alleine (London, 1672), 122. For the Alleine’s, see 
Brian W. Kirk, "Alleine, Joseph (bap. 1634, d. 1668)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
N. H. Keeble, "Alleine, Theodosia (fl. 1654-1677)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
50 Alleine, Joseph Alleine, 78. See also 50,84, 114. Pagination refers to the second section of the volume.
51 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, Headnote to No. 101,87. See also J. William Black, "Doolittle,Thomas 
(1630/1633?-1707)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
52 Thomas Doolittle, A Complete Body of Practical Divinity (London, 1723), n.p.
53 Thomas Doolittle, The Lord's Last-Sufferings Shewed in the Lord's-Supper (London, 1682), sig. c4. See 
also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1089, 239.
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another world, and every Day you live in this to stand in Time, and look into Eternity’. 
Elsewhere he employs the term ‘everlasting rest’ and the treatise included a meditative 
discourse on the delights of being in heaven.54 The other work, The Saints Mansions in 
Heaven, frequently bespeaks the joys of heaven and Doolittle suggested that ‘some 
Thoughts of your Eternal Home’ should be a daily practice and that ‘Meditating on what 
is there’ is ‘a most excellent way to warm the Heart, and inflame the Affections’.55 Such 
musings are entirely in line with Baxter’s own understanding and emphases regarding 
authentic Christian experience.
Various references in other books confirm the evidence provided by Baxter’s 
correspondents that The Saints’ Everlasting Rest had an uncommon impact upon many 
laypeople. Dr William Bates dedicated Baxter’s funeral sermon to Sir Henry Ashurst, 
reminding him of how Baxter had touched his life: ‘He was most worthy of your highest 
Esteem and Love, for the first Impressions of Heaven upon your Soul, were in Reading 
his unvalued Book of the Saints Everlasting Rest. This kindled a mutual Affection in 
your Breasts’.54’ In ‘the latter Part of his Life’, it is recorded of Robert Warburton, son of 
Judge Warburton, that ‘the Bible, and Mr. Baxter’s Saints Everlasting Rest used to lie 
daily before him on the Table in his Parlour; he spent the greatest Part of his Time in 
Reading and Prayer’.57 Sir Nathaniel Barnardiston (1588-1653), politician and 
ecclesiastical statesman, is said to have devoted the last few years of his life to spiritual 
exercises, and ‘not long before his Death he took singular delight to read Mr. Baxters
'^Thomas Doolittle, The Saints Convoy to Heaven (London, 1698),The epistle dedicatory, 11,91 ff.
55 Thomas Doolittle, The Saints Mansions in Heaven (London, 1698), 10, 17ff, 52, 54.
56 William Bates, A Funeral-Sermon for the Reverend, Holy and Excellent Divine, Mr Richard Baxter 
(London, 1692), sig. A2.
57 William Tong, An Account of the Life and Death of Mr. Matthew Henry (London, 1716), 82. Robert 
Warburton’s daughter was the second wife of Matthew Henry. See Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 18.
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Saints Everlasting RestF58 This material, gleaned from a variety of published texts, 
provides evidence that The Saints’ Rest heightened the significance of heavenly 
meditation within the spiritual disciplines of some Christians, and that such practitioners 
found both comfort and an enhancement of the affectional dimension within their 
religious endeavours from adopting the directions provided therein by Baxter.
With such effects upon both clergy and laity, it is not surprising that the work was 
quoted and recommended by various authors of published works. The former Church of 
Ireland minister, Faithful Teate, wrote a book that sought to guide believers through ‘the 
wildernesse of sin.’ He recognised, however, that this was only the precursor to the life 
that awaits in ‘Canaan,’ and therefore wrote: ‘knowing that I have prophecied but in part, 
I would willingly lead you through this plain Porch of the sinners Wildernesse, to that 
excellent Discourse of Mr. Richard Baxters of the Saints Restf59 Timothy Rogers, a 
Presbyterian minister, quoted the work favourably, and the theologian and natural 
philosopher, John Wilkins, recommended it as a useful piece on the four last things.60
The evidence presented from correspondence and publications indicates that 
many feted Baxter for his work, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. It is possible that some of 
the comments referred to betray more rhetoric than reality, and reflect social conventions 
of positive encouragement to a friend or published author. The contexts of the bulk of 
these commendatory words, however, suggests that they were unprompted approbations 
that reflect the writers’ genuine sentiments towards Baxter and the impact of his volume
58 Clark, Lives, Pt 2, 111. See also Richard L. Greaves, "Barnardiston, Sir Nathaniel (1588-1653)," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
59 Faithful Teate, A Scripture-Map of the Wildernesse of Sin, and Way to Canaan, or, the Sinners Way to 
the Saints Rest (London, 1655), 'The Epistle Dedicatory', sig. A3.
60 Timothy Rogers, Practical Discourses on Sickness and Recovery in Several Sermons (London, 1691), 
122-3. For Rogers, see Stephen Wright, "Rogers, Timothy (1658-1728)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004); John Wilkins, Ecclesiastes (London, 1651), 110. For Wilkins, see John Henry, 
"Wilkins, John (1614-1672)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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upon their own or others’ lives. In sum, it appears that this treatise had a significant 
bearing upon the lives, thinking and ministry of many during Baxter’s lifetime.
The reception of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest after Baxter’s death
Beginning with the publishing history, while Baxter’s full version of the text waned in 
popularity, various abridgements and translations demonstrate the ongoing significance 
of the work. As a stand-alone volume, the last complete version of The Saints’ Rest for 
well over a century was the twelfth edition published in 1688. Yet the full text was 
reprinted in Volume Three of a four-volume collection, The Practical Works of Richard 
Baxter, published in 1707 (reprinted in 1847).61 A further full reprint was made in Orme’s 
1830 edition of Baxter’s works and a close to complete text was issued in the series 
Ancient and Modern Library of Theological Literature in 1887.62
It is the abridgements of the work, however, that provide more interesting data 
concerning its ongoing reception. John Wesley was the first to undertake the task, issuing 
in 1754 his version in volume XXXVII of A Christian Library. Five years later Benjamin 
Fawcett, who in 1745 had become pastor at Kidderminster, the scene of Baxter’s own 
labours a century earlier, also published an abridgement. Both renderings reduced the 
book’s size by approximately three-quarters.63 The key issue is the criteria by which 
Wesley and Fawcett included and excluded material, for this reveals what they believed
61 Povvicke and Wilkinson suggest that ‘there is little or no trace of it between 1690 and 1754.’ Baxter, 
Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 12. Cf. Povvicke, "Saints Everlasting Rest," 31. In the light of the reprint in the 
1707 four-volume collection, however, this appears to be too strong a statement. See Isabel Rivers, 
"Dissenting and Methodist Books of Practical Divinity," in Books and Their Readers in Eighteenth-Century 
England, ed. Isabel Rivers (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1982), 16!, footnote 70.
62 Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 186. William Orme, ed. The Practical Works o f Richard Baxter: With 
a Life of the Author, and a Critical Examination of His Writings, 23 vols. (James Duncan, 1830).
63 Rivers, "Dissenting Books," 141-2.
271
to be most significant about the work. Fawcett took greater liberties in his adaptation, 
removing the divisions by parts and creating sixteen continuous chapters with fresh titles, 
resulting in a work that was ‘very much a private devotional handbook.’64 Wesley was 
more willing to follow Baxter’s existing structure. While he expunged Part II, removed 
many chapters from other parts, and amply pruned what remained, the end result retained 
something of the logic that underpinned the original. Yet despite these differences both 
editors were seeking a similar result from their labours—the promotion of practical piety 
amongst Christian readers. The subtitle of A Christian Library indicated Wesley’s 
intentions in publishing the fifty-volume set: Consisting of Extracts from and the 
Abridgments of the Choicest Pieces of Practical Divinity, which have been publish'd in 
the English Tongue. As he remarked in his Preface to the first volume, too much 
Christian literature failed the test of promoting ‘Holiness either of heart or life’; some 
lacked utility due to being ‘chiefly, if not wholly, controversial,’ while other texts were 
either ‘too superficial’ or ‘too mystical’.65
Fawcett’s excisions reflected similar concerns. He believed that the book had 
already earned its credentials (he spoke of ‘the great acceptance which this book has met 
with’), and that its subject matter was of such significance that as many as possible 
should be exposed to its influence.66 Fawcett wanted ‘this excellent and useful book ... 
under a divine blessing, to diffuse is salutary influence among those that would otherwise 
have wanted opportunity or inclination to read over the larger volume.’ Therefore, ‘things 
of a digressive, controversial, or metaphysical nature’ were removed, along with other
64 Ibid., 142.
65 John Wesley, A Christian Library, 50 vols., vol. 1 (Bristol, 1749-55), Preface, iii.
66 Richard Baxter, The Saints Everlasting Rest Abridged by Benjamin Fawcett (Shrewsbury: J. Cotton and 
J. Eddowes, 1759), Preface, xii.
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sections he perceived to be impediments to the true value of the work.67 Fawcett followed 
Baxter in dedicating the abridgement to the people of Kidderminster, desiring no more 
than ‘to see the same holy and heavenly Conversation in himself, and in those around 
him, now, as Mr Baxter saw in his Day.’68 Thus it is evident that the core agenda in 
setting forth their abridgments was the same for both Wesley and Fawcett—the 
improvement of Christian experience and practice. It is also apparent that both men were 
convinced that Baxter’s exposition of heavenly meditation could truly achieve that end 
and be cordial to the soul of their readers. Approximately one hundred years after Baxter 
first penned The Saints’ Rest, therefore, his method of meditation was thought worthy of 
promotion for the spiritual welfare of a new generation.
These abridgements, especially that issued by Fawcett, gave renewed opportunity 
for the dissemination of Baxter’s ideas. Wilkinson has traced the reprint history of 
Fawcett’s edition, which demonstrates its the ongoing popularity and exposure.69 
According to Orme, the popularity of Fawcett’s rendering greatly diminished the fame of 
Baxter’s original version.70 But that was no impediment to the transmission of the ideas 
that mattered most to Baxter, that is, the motives and method of meditating upon heaven
67 Ibid., Preface, xv-xvi.
6* Ibid., Dedication, vi.
69 Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 13: ‘By 1814 it had reached its 13th edition. Ten years later... it was 
published in Glascow, and in this form reached its 5lh edition in five years. In 1829, a further edition of 
Fawcett appeared in Manchester, and also in that year an abridgement of Fawcett was issued in London, 
under the editorship of Isaac Crewdson ... by 1838 this had reached its 11th edition, with a circulation of 
some 33,000 copies. The unabridged Fawcett, however, still continued, for in 1856 it found a new 
publisher, and probably this edition sold more widely than any other. Fawcett’s abridged edition was 
translated into Welsh (1790) and into Gaelic (1862); a German edition appeared in New York (18407), and 
Crewdson’s abridgement was several times translated into French.’ A fuller list of editions of the book 
(English, Scottish, American, as well as translations into Welsh, Gaelic, German and French) is found in an 
Appendix, 185ff. See also Powicke, "Saints Everlasting Rest," 472ff.
70 Orme, ed. Practical Works, 1,740, cited from Rivers, "Dissenting Books," 142.
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that have been expounded in chapters two and three of this study, for these emphases 
were maintained in the material retained in the final form of the abridged editions.
As these new editions of The Saints’ Rest entered the market, there is evidence of 
the continuing impact of the work upon readers and within popular perception. This 
influence was particularly apparent amongst churches and individuals associated with the 
evangelical awakening that took place in England in the mid eighteenth century, who 
aspired to a form of affectionate and practical Christianity similar to that promulgated by 
Baxter. Joseph Williams, a dissenter firmly in the Puritan tradition, often mentioned the 
book in his journal and correspondence. In a letter penned in 1749 he wrote, ‘Let me beg 
of you to peruse attentively Mr. Baxter’s Saints everlasting Rest. I have read it over and 
over. Blame my judgment, if you do not find it one of the most soul-enriching books, 
next to the Bible.’71 One Methodist preacher, John Valton, found the book a spur to his 
spiritual awakening. A pious woman attached to Wesley’s society in London, noted 
Valton, ‘lent me Baxter’s Saints Rest’, Rutherford’s Letters; and Law Serious Call. By her 
conversation, and by the reading of these books, I began to see my soul as the moth 
fluttering about the flame.’72 One of the men who co-founded the American Methodist 
Episcopal church, Francis Asbury, also recorded his appreciation of The Saints’ Rest. His 
journal entry on 11 January 1778 draws a comparison between this book and Whiston’s 
Josephus, noting ‘[h|ow much better was Mr. Baxter employed, when he thought himself
71 Joseph Williams, Extracts from the Diary, Meditations, and Letters of Mr. Joseph Williams of 
Kidderminster, Who Died December 21, ¡755, Aged 63. (Shrewsbury, 1779), 224; see also 21,43, 223. For 
Williams, see Isabel Rivers, "Williams, Joseph (1692-1755)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004).
72 Thomas Jackson, The Lives of Early Methodist Preachers: Chiefly Written by Themselves (London: 
Wesleyan conferences Office, 1865), 11.
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near to eternity meditating and writing on the Saint’s Rest.’73 Even more effusive was his 
record for 13 July 1781: ‘I have kept close to-day; and have read two hundred pages of 
Baxter’s Saint’s Rest; surely this is a most valuable book, a book I should like to read 
once a quarter.’74 Asbury even asserted that ensconced within the treatise was ‘the 
marrow of Methodism’, a statement of high praise from one so dedicated to that 
particular religious movement.75 Selena, Countess of Huntingdon, was a patron of the 
evangelical movement and in 1768 founded the Trevecca College in Wales for the 
training of ministers, appointing John Fletcher as the President. Fletcher wrote to the 
Countess advising which books were necessary to form a library, and ‘the four volumes 
of Baxter’s practical works’ were prominent in the list. Furthermore, Fletcher sent a copy 
of The Saints' Rest as a contribution to the collection, and it would be reasonable to 
conclude that the work had exerted some influence on his own spiritual formation and he 
believed it would be of profit to students of the college.76 Thus, there is evidence that in 
the latter half of the eighteenth century, The Saints’ Rest continued to evoke appreciation 
from readers for its ability to elicit spiritual vitality in their personal experience.
The evangelical awakening exerted its influence upon the Church of England as 
well as creating the Methodist movement, and there is evidence that key figures within 
the established church also found spiritual enrichment via The Saints’ Rest. The slave-
73 Francis Asbury and ed. Ezra Squier Tipple, The Heart ofAsbury's Journal (New York: Eaton & Mains, 
1904), 121. For Asbury, see Alexander Gordon and Troy O. Bickham, "Asbury, Francis (1745-1816)," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
74 Asbury and Tipple, Asbury's Journal, 198.
75 James Lewis, Francis Asbury (London: Epworth Press, 1927), 62. Cited from Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. 
Wilkinson, 20.
76 Aaron Crossley Hobart Seymour, The Life and Times of Selina: Countess o f Huntingdon,! vols., vol. 2 
(London: W.E. Painter, 1840). Fletcher wrote, ‘The book of Baxter I mention I shall take care to send to 
Trevecca,as a mite towards the collection . . . ’.The book can be identified as The Saints’ Rest because 
works presented by Fletcher are preserved in the Trevecca Library now housed at Cheshunt College, 
Cambridge. See Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 18, footnote 61.
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trader turned clergyman, John Newton, was not wholly enamoured with aspects of 
Baxter’s theological understanding, but like so many others was convinced of the 
authenticity and fervour of his religious sentiments. ‘There is a spirit in some passages of 
his Saint's Rest, his Dying Thoughts, and other of his practical treatises, compared with 
which, many modern compositions ... appear to me to a great disadvantage,’ he wrote.77 
The work directed the spiritual practices of another Church of England clergyman who 
became a missionary to India and Persia. Henry Martyn recalled, ‘The reading of 
Baxter’s Saint's Rest determined me to live more in heavenly meditation. ... I felt the 
force of Baxter’s observation, that if an angel had appointed to meet me, I should be full 
of awe; how much more when I am about to meet God.’78 William Grimshaw, who 
fulfilled his clerical duties at Haworth, made extensive use of The Saints' Everlasting 
Rest in an unpublished piece entitled, ‘Admonition of a Sinner,’ an entreaty encouraging 
Christian reproof as a necessary aid to assisting souls toward heaven.79 William 
Wilberforce, the politician who played an instrumental role in the abolition of slavery, 
considered Baxter ‘among the brightest ornaments of the Church of England,’ a ‘great 
man’, and deemed his practical works ‘a treasury of Christian wisdom’. He desired 
abridgements of other Baxter treatises in addition to those of the The Saints' Rest and 
Dying Thoughts 80 A leading evangelical Church of England clergyman, Charles Simeon,
77 In a letter to the Rev. Mr P—, John Newton, Cardiphonia: Or, the Utterance o f the Heart, 2 vols., vol. 1 
(London, 1798), 244-5. For Newton see D. Bruce Hindmarsh, "Newton, John (1725-1807)," in Oxford 
Dictionary o f National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
78 John Sargent, Memoir o f the Rev. Henry Martyn (Boston: Samuel T. Armstrong / Crocker & Brewster, 
1820), 54. For Martyn see Avril A. Powell, "Martyn, Henry (1781-1812)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
79 Frank Baker, William Grimshaw 1708-1763 (London: Epworth Press, 1963), 195ff. See also John Walsh, 
"Grimshaw, William (1708-1763)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
80 William Wilberforce, A Practical View o f the Prevailing Religious System o f Professed Christians, 2nd 
ed. (London, 1797), 379-80. For Wilberforce see John Wolffe, "Wilberforce, William (1759-1833)," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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considered The Saints’ Rest as second only to the Bible as the most important piece of 
Christian literature.81
The author Hannah More was also associated with this circle of evangelicals.82 
Her two-volume work, Practical Piety, issued in 1811, upheld the Baxterian impulse 
toward affectionate Christianity and was reported to have been ‘an instrument of touching 
and awakening many hearts.’83 Lord Barham wrote to More in appreciation of this book, 
saying that ‘especially the concluding chapter ... is well calculated ... to lead to that 
heavenly meditation which Baxter describes with a pen plucked from an angel’s wing.’84 
More herself eschewed the reading of religious writings of a speculative or controversial 
nature, preferring ‘devotion ... that is sober-minded.’ In such vein she commended 
Baxter’s writings to Sir W. W. Pepys: ‘Some of old Baxter’s practical works I think you 
would admire. I have lately read his Advice to the Aged, his Dying Thoughts, and his 
Saint’s Rest. ... they are ... full of matter. I like them far better than our wordy 
moderns.’83 She found particular comfort in the latter work following the death of her 
sister: ‘It is pleasant to see death without its terrors. We visit the cold remains twenty 
times a day, and I am dividing my morning between the contemplation of her serene 
countenance, and the reading my favourite Baxter’s Saints’ Rest.,86 These testimonies 
provide sufficient evidence that The Saints’ Everlasting Rest had a prominent place in
81 William Carus, ed. Memorials of Charles Pettit Mcilvaine (London: E. Stock,1882), 57. For Simeon, see 
Leonard W. Covvie, "Simeon, Charles (1759-1836)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
82 For More, see S. J. Skedd, "More, Hannah (1745-1833)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004).
83 William Roberts, Memoirs of the Life and Correspondence of Mrs. Hannah More, 2 vols., vol. 2 (New 
York: Harper & Brothers, 1834), 175.
84 Ibid., 178.
85 Ibid., 182,7 May 1811. See also 281.
86 Ibid., 204. Letter to Lady O. Sparrow, 22 April 1813.
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shaping the devotional practices of some of the central representatives of the English 
Evangelical movement.
The formation of Scottish piety also owes much to this influential work, as 
Wilkinson has noted. The book was well known in Scotland in the seventeenth-century 
and numerous versions of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest were produced in Scotland itself 
from 1797 onwards throughout the nineteenth century, including a Scottish edition of 
Fawcett’s abridgement that reached its fifth edition within five years (from 1824 through 
1829).87The 1797 version published by J. Chambers & Co. of Aberdeen included a list of 
almost one thousand subscribers, most belonging to the labouring and trading classes.88 
This indicates that the book had an appeal well beyond the theologically trained and 
socially elite. Yet, as in England, numerous religious leaders read the volume and made 
mention of it with warmth. Theologians such as Thomas Chalmers (1780-1847), John 
Brown (1784-1858), and John Cairns (1818-92) indicate familiarity with the book.89 
Marcus Dods (1834-1909), later to become Principal of New College Edinburgh, wrote to 
his sister in his late twenties with these words of commendation: ‘... Baxter’s Saint’s 
Rest... has been meat drink and tobacco, reading writing and arithmetic, wife and 
family, and a great deal more and also a great deal less, I am happy to say ... It’s the 
book that is never done, and has something to say to you in all moods and on every 
page’.9(5 John Tulloch’s (1823-85) piece on Baxter in his English Puritanism and its 
Leaders included a similar appreciation.91 Once again it was Baxter’s particular
87 Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 186.
88 Powicke, "Saints Everlasting Rest," 475-6.
89 Baxter, Saints' Rest, Ed. Wilkinson, 21-2.
90 Marcus (his son) Dods, ed. Early Letters of Marcus Dods (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1910), 274.
91 John Tulloch, Puritanism and Its Leaders: Cromwell, Milton, Baxter, Bunyan (Edinburgh: William 
Blackwood and Sons, 1861), 331: ‘There are few with any solemn feeling of religion who can read it
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construction of the nature of Christian piety, which privileged the role of the affections, 
which seems to have elicited the most praise from readers.
Another avenue that renders evidence of the pervasive popularity of the work are 
some brief mentions within nineteenth century books of fiction. Though these are mere 
asides in the unfolding narrative of these volumes, they demonstrate the significance of 
The Saints' Rest as a devotional tool amongst the general populace two centuries after it 
was penned.92 George Eliot published The Mill on the Floss in 1860. In this work, one of 
the characters, Mrs. Glegg, has an argument with her husband and the narrator recounts 
what next takes place:
Mrs. Glegg walked across the room to a small book-case, and took down Baxter’s “Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest,” which she carried with her up-stairs. It was the book she was accustomed to lay 
open before her on special occasions: on wet Sunday mornings, or when she heard of a death in 
the family, or when, as in this case, her quarrel with Mr. Glegg had been set an octave higher than 
usual.93
Eliot’s comment is satirical in tone. Even so, the mention of Baxter’s treatise indicates 
that it must have been a well-known devotional book for it to be referenced this way in 
this context. Moreover, perhaps there are also elements of truth in the description and 
Baxter’s book did act as a calmative for some readers, bringing psychological as well as 
spiritual benefit.
A reference in another work, however, is much more focussed upon the text as an 
aid to piety. Elizabeth Prentiss (1818-1878) was the daughter of a clergyman who wrote a 
number of books in the nineteenth century with the intention of promoting Christian
unmoved; the fervour and passion of its heavenly feeling, blending with the scenes of glory which it 
depicts, the pathos of its appeals, the ardour of its description, the enraptured sweetness of some of its 
pictures, the affection, force and hurry of its eloquence when he gives free rein to his spiritual impulses ... 
all render it one of the most impressive religious treatises which have descended to us from the 
seventeenth-century. ... the highest charm of the treatise is the fullness with which it reflects the catholic 
ideas of the eternal rest—the love, life, and fervour of tender-hearted and universal piety that it breathes.’
92 Trueman notes that this cultural reference indicates ‘how widely known Baxter was’. See Trueman, 
"Bayly and Baxter," 64.
93 George Eliot, The Mill on the Floss, Everyman's Library (New York: Dutton, reprint, 1974), 116.
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obedience and holiness, especially amongst women.94 The title of her most famous
volume, Stepping Heavenward, may even owe a debt to Baxter. Written in the form of a
journal, it describes a young woman’s struggle to overcome her self-will and contrary
desires in pursuit of the godly life. The following reference attests to the life-changing
effects that many perceived could be wrought from Baxter’s treatise:
Mother ... suggested my beginning on Baxter’s Saints’ Rest, and of that I have read every word. I 
shall read it over, as Dr. Cabot advised, till I have fully caught its spirit. Even this one reading has 
taken away my lingering fear of death and made heaven wonderfully attractive.95
In the light of the material presented in the preceding chapters, it would be reasonable to 
conclude that this is precisely the outcome that Baxter desired that his readers would 
experience after engaging with his book.
The Scottish minister, Alexander B. Groshart, known for his editorial work on 
many Puritan texts, summed up the positive reception of The Saints’ Rest in the mid­
nineteenth century in these words:
... it were a pleasant but here an impossible task to cull the many tributes paid to this holy & 
hallowing book by the foremost men of this generation: and equally so to record actual cases of 
highest good done by it in all ranks and languages.96
Or, as expressed by William Blaikie a few decades later,
of all the books that have come from uninspired pens, it has been one of the most useful. ... How 
many of God’s servants it has at once soothed and stimulated, it would be vain to surmise. Its 
popularity began from the very first, and it can hardly be said to have abated to this day.97
94 For Prentiss see Sharon James, Elizabeth Prentiss: 'More Love to Thee' (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth 
Trust, 2006).
95 Elizabeth Prentiss, Stepping Heavenward, (Uhrichsville, Ohio: Barbour Publishing, reprint 1998), 91.
96 Alexander B. Grosart, "Annotated List of the Writings of Richard Baxter," (Liverpool, 1868), 10.
97 William Garden Blaikie, Richard Baxter, New Biographical Series (London: The Religious Tract 
Society, 1885),4. Note another nineteenth century comment by J. G. Whittier: ‘... his hold upon the 
present generation is limited to a few practical treatises, which, from their very nature, can never become 
obsolete. The Call to the Unconverted, and The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, belong to no time or sect.’ J. G. 
Whittier, "The Trials and Aspirations of Richard Baxter," in The Brave Old English Confessors (London: 
James Hogg & Sons, 1861), 251. Words of praise for The Saint’s Rest and its author are also present in 
various items published in The Times during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. See 17 April 1857, 10; 
29 September 1868, 9; 29 Septemberl884,6; 29 November 1924, 15; and 19 January 1985,6.
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Considering the lengthy record of appreciation that has been set forth, and the fact 
that the book in one form or another has remained in print almost continuously to the 
present day, perhaps there is little in terms of overstatement in the approbation of 
Edmund Calamy soon after Baxter’s death: This is a book for which Multitudes will 
have Cause to Bless God for ever.’98
The reception of Baxter’s practical divinity more generally
Further to the evidence attesting to the welcome received by The Saints’ Everlasting Rest 
is data that confirms an appropriation of the broader sweep of his practical divinity.
While this does not provide direct testimony to the reception of Baxter’s approach to 
meditation, it does indicate that he was a well known author of Protestant devotional 
material, that publishers were prepared to print his works and people were prepared to 
buy them, and that many claimed benefit from these writings. Furthermore, even when 
meditation is not directly mentioned in these other works, emphases common to his 
explicit meditative treatises and other works of practical divinity are apparent, such as the 
concern for holy living and the need for a warm-hearted and affectionate response to 
God. Therefore this wider history of reception remains relevant to the present 
investigation.
Once again the publishing history of treatises is of note and Baxter’s own 
testimony provides a useful entrance into the discussion. As mentioned previously,
Edmund Calamy, An Abridgment o f Mr. Baxter's History o f His Life and Times (London, 1702), 692.
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Baxter was energised at the prospect that books might fill something of the pastoral
lacuna that followed the Restoration religious settlement:
Good books are now of greater use, than sometime formerly they have been: So many 
Congregations are Destitute of Able Faithful Teachers, that Books are the more necessary; and are 
now an unvaluable Mercy to this Land ... O what a mercy is it, that even the Poor, may keep such 
Preachers in their houses, at so cheap a rate\ ... 1 think, Much of the work of God in England for 
mens Conversion, Confirmation, and Consolation is now to be carried on by Books . . . "
Baxter viewed his own practical writings in this light—as a contribution to national
spiritual advancement when his ability to engage in direct pastoral ministry was
effectively curtailed. In the last decade of his life he recalled how God had opened this
door of service and the encouragement it provided him:
When 1 might not speak by voice to any single congregation, he enabled me to speak by writing to 
many; and for the success of my plainest and popular writings, which cost me least, I can never be 
sufficiently thankful; some of which he sent to preach abroad, in other languages, in foreign
lands.100
The reprint data fleshes out the nature of that ‘success.’ As Keeble indicates, the demand 
for his books ‘was outstanding even in an age voracious for religious works.’101 The Right 
Method for a Settled Peace of Conscience (1653) and Making Light of Christ and 
Salvation (1655) both proceeded to four editions. A Sermon of Judgment (1655) and The 
Poor Mans  Family Book (1674) each were reprinted six times. Other Baxter treatises 
proved even more popular. Directions and Persuasions to a Sound Conversion (1658) ran 
to seven editions and Now or Never (1662) to nine.102 Although Baxter himself 
considered The Saints' Everlasting Rest his most successful work, by some measures it
"  Baxter’s ‘To the Reader’, Benjamin Baxter, A Posing Question, Put by the Wise Man, Viz. Solomon, to 
the Wisest Men (London, 1662). Cited from Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar 11, No. 695,27-8. Cf. Baxter’s 
earlier sentiment in ‘The Epistle Dedicatory’ to Baxter, True Christianity, or, Christs Absolute Dominion 
(London, 1655), PW 4,782: ‘the press hath a louder voice than mine,’ and his later comment, ‘Preachers 
may be silenced or banished, when books may be at hand,’ in Baxter, CD, PW1,57.
100 Baxter, DT, PW3, 1031.
101 Keeble, Richard Baxter, 7. Note also Keeble’s comment, ‘Baxter was the first author of a string of best­
sellers in British literary history’. See Keeble, "Richard Baxter." Works on ‘divinity’ comprised about half 
the output from English presses at this time. See Green and Peters, "Religious Publishing," 67.
102 Keeble, Richard Baxter, 8.
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was outdone by A Call to the Unconverted (1658).103 In his autobiography, Baxter 
commented:
In a little more than a Year there were about twenty thousand of them printed by my own Consent, 
and about ten thousand since, besides many thousands by stolen Impressions, which poor Men 
stole for Lucre sake: Through God’s Mercy I have had Information of almost whole Housholds 
converted by this small Book, which I set so light by.104
Nine editions were published within a few years of the first printing and a twenty-third
was issued in 1685. England, Scotland and Ireland were not the only beneficiaries of this
volume; it was translated ‘into Welsh (1659), French (1666), German (1667), Romansch
(1669), Swedish (1683), Dutch (1684), and was, after his rendering of the Bible, the first
book translated by John Eliot into Algonquian.’105 The noted preacher, Philip Henry,
distributed 120 copies of the Welsh translation in North Wales during the autumn of
1666.106 The Welsh Trust, a philanthropic project set up by the ejected minister Thomas
Gouge and supported by the diarist and historian Roger Morrice, also distributed the
work in Wales in the 1670’s and 1680’s.107 Also of note is the fact that Baxter’s practical
divinity infiltrated the chapbook market; various sermons and extracts from his treatises
were issued in this cheap form, sometimes without his consent as pirated versions.
Significantly, amongst these works was his Duty of Heavenly Meditation, granting a
broad readership access to Baxter’s entreaty that this discipline was normative for the
Christian life.108
In addition to the afore-mentioned, a large body of Baxter’s practical treatises 
were re-published in collected form in four volumes in 1707. Thirty four men subscribed
103 Baxter, Reliquiae, I, 114-5.
104 Ibid., I, 115.
105 Keeble, Richard Baxter, 8.
11)6 Richard L. Greaves, "Henry, Philip (1631-1696)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
107 Goldie, Morrice & Puritan Whigs, 75-6.
108 Keeble, Literary Culture, 134.
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their names to this set of works, commending the contents as the sum of ‘Christianity 
itself, in its full extent and compass, most accurately handled, and at the same time with 
greatest plainness suited to the meanest capacities, and pressed home upon the 
consciences of readers with inimitable life and fervour.’109 The noted agricultural 
reformer, Arthur Young, also issued a collection of Baxter’s writings in 1815.110 
Following the tragic death of two daughters to tuberculosis, and through the friendship of 
William Wilberforce, Young underwent a conversion experience and gained familiarity 
with Baxter’s corpus.* 111 Young concurred with Baxter’s desire that Christians should 
meditate upon the Scriptures. Furthermore, he believed that each day those of faith 
should think of ‘a future state’ and would be able to face death calmly with ‘bright views 
of Christian hope looking beyond the grave,’ and he was eager for others to have access 
to these and other emphases within Baxter’s approach to Christian living.112 Similarly, 
William Orme issued a twenty-three volume edition of the practical works in 1830.113 
Many of Baxter’s books were also translated into Dutch;114 and Eifion Jones has argued 
for a strong stream of influence in Wales, not least through the translation of a number of 
his works into Welsh.111’ Taken as a whole, these facts attest to the ongoing significance 
of Baxter’s practical works.
I<w Richard Baxter, The Practical Works of the Late Reverend and Pious Mr. Richard Baxter in Four 
Volumes (London, 1707), xviii.
110 Arthur Young, Baxteriana: Containing a Selection from the Works of Baxter (1815).
111 G. E. Mingay, "Young, Arthur (1741-1820)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
112 "Art. Xi. Baxteriana: Containing a Selection from the Works of Baxter. Collected by Arthur Young," 
The Eclectic Review New Series 5 (1816).
113 Orme, ed. Practical Works.
114 Keith L. Sprunger, Dutch Puritanism: A History of English and Scottish Churches of the Netherlands in 
the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, Studies in the History of Christian Thought; V. 31 (Leiden Brill, 
1982), 359,435.
115 Eifion Evans, "Richard Baxter's Influence in Wales," Cnlchgrawn Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru (The 
National Library of Wales Journal) 33, no. 2 (2003): 141-67. See also Eiluned Rees, Libri Walliae: A 
Catalogue of Welsh Books and Books Printed in Wales 1546-1820 (Aberystwyth: National Library of 
Wales, 1987), 36ff.
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While it is impossible to determine with any precision who purchased and read 
these works, snippets of information are available that provide some clues. Green and 
Peters argue that writers like Baxter found greater support from among middling and 
lower-middling classes and that devotional works akin to what Baxter produced tended to 
overcome the conformist/dissenter divide and appeal to a wide Protestant constituency.116 
Furthermore, a rise in literacy had opened up possibilities of expanding mental horizons 
within popular culture through exposure to written material.117 At times Baxter 
deliberately targeted this market—publishing works and having them distributed amongst 
the less well off, thus extending his reading public.118 Clearly this strategy met with some 
success. For example, the popularity of The Poor M an’s Family Book was manifested in 
a satirical pamphlet, A Dialogue Between the Pope and the Devil, About Owen and 
Baxter. Within the dialogue, the Devil answers the Pope’s concern about the prolixity of 
the writings of these Puritan Divines, and the consequent influence of them upon the 
general populace:
Yes, yes. Take away their Family Books, my Friend, in the first place, and call-in their CALLS in 
the next, and that will do the Business. ... I have peep’d through the Glass-Windows and there 
have I seen such Swarms of the Ordinary sort of People ... pooring upon Baxter’s Family Book 
(as they call it) as wou’d have amazed thee ... I have heard them read on a Sunday night, till their 
very Eyestrings were ready to crack again."9
116 Green and Peters, "Religious Publishing," 76-7.
117 Keith Wrightson, English Society 1580-1680, Hutchinson Social History of England (London: 
Hutchinson, 1982), 196-9.
118 For example, Baxter, PMB. At the end of KC, 460, Baxter published a short ‘Satisfaction to certain 
Calumniators’ to defend himself against the charge that his books were being sold at excessive cost. He 
wrote, ‘... of Practical Books 1 need sometime 800 to give away. Because I was scarce rich enough to buy 
so many, 1 agreed with the Bookseller ... to allow 18.d a Ream ... out of his own gain towards the buying 
of Bibles, and some of the practical Books which he printed, for the poor: Covenanting with him, that he 
should sell all my Controversal Writings as cheap, and my Practical Writings somewhat cheaper then books 
are ordinarily sold.’ Note also that religious publishing in the later Stuart period was seeking to appeal to a 
much wider class of readers. See Green and Peters, "Religious Publishing," 82, 90-1.
119 Richard Baxter, A Dialogue between the Pope and the Devil, About Owen and Baxter (London, 1681), I. 
Cited from Lim, "The Reformed Pastor," 155-6.
285
There is evidence that books of practical Christianity were also read aloud in homes
during times of household worship or even recreationally, suggesting that social status or
literacy level was no barrier to exposure to Baxter’s ideas.120 A lecture delivered in
Dublin more than 150 years after Baxter’s death implies that, at least in Ireland, his
works continued to be accessible across the range of social strata:
Not only in the libraries of the learned and the wealthy but in the homes of the poor, the practical 
and devotional works of Baxter hold an honoured place. They may be seen in many a cottage 
window, side by side with the old family Bible and the Pilgrim’s Progress, or the Book of 
Martyrs.121
Other information derives from records of public and private libraries. Some of 
Baxter’s practical treatises were located in the libraries of the antiquary Anthony Wood 
(1632-1695),122 the natural philosopher and mathematician Isaac Newton (1642-1727),123 
the philosopher John Locke (1632-1704),124 Cambridge University graduate John Nidd,126 
and the antiquarian and book collector, Thomas Baker.126 Two members of the gentry, the
120 See the examples in Patrick Collinson, Arnold Hunt, and Alexandra Walsham, "Religious Publishing in 
England 1557-1640," in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain Volume IV 1557-1695, ed. John 
Barnard and D. F. McKenzie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 61-2. See also Keeble, 
"Puritanism and Literature," 310-12; Rigney, "Sermon," 200. Note also the comment above in Baxter, 
Dialogue.
121 William C. Magee, Richard Baxter, His Life and Times, Lectures Delivered before the Dublin Young 
Men's Christian Association in Connexion with the United Church of England and Ireland (Dublin:
Hodges, Smith and Co., 1862), 38.
122 Nicolas K. Kiessling, The Library of Anthony Wood (Oxford: Oxford Bibliographical Society, 2002), 81. 
Wood’s library contained the following books by Baxter: HC, BLMB, SPFJC, CCYM.
123 John Harrison, The Library of Isaac Newton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 96. 
Baxter’s books listed are: CCD, RP. (with a few signs of dog-earing, suggesting that it may have been 
consulted frequently by Newton), NPP, RMPC, TSD.(a few signs of dog-earing), UI.
124 John Harrison and Peter Laslett, The Library of John Locke, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971),
81,99. Baxter’s books listed are: Richard Baxter, How to Do Good to Many (London, 1682), Church- 
History of the Government of Bishops and Their Councils Abbreviated (London, 1680), Reliquiae, as well 
as Edmund Calamy’s Abridgement of Mr Baxter’s Life.
125 E. S. Leedham-Green, Books in Cambridge Inventories: Book Lists from Vice-Chancellor's Court 
Probate Inventories in the Tudor and Stuart Periods, Volume 1: The Inventories (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986), 576, 83. Baxter’s Gildas Salvianus is listed.
126 Frans Korsten, A Catalogue of the Library of Thomas Baker (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990). Baxter’s books listed are: A Petition for Peace: With the Reformation of the Liturgy (London, 1661), 
SPFJC, An Apology for the Nonconformists Ministry (London, 1681), Reliquiae.
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Earl of Bristol, 127 and Baron Brooke, 128 also possessed numerous of Baxter’s works in 
their collections. An old and unique Parish Church collection in Castleton holds a number 
of Baxter’s works, as does the library of a parish clergyman in Sussex, Giles Moore. 129 
The clergyman Thomas Plume endowed a library in his native town with a collection that 
included a large number of Baxter’s works130 and a lawyer, Silvester Petyt, engaged in a 
similar gesture in Skipton-in-Craven, Yorkshire. 131 Catalogues of the Bristol Reference 
Library, 132 the Guildhall Library133 and the training College for the Presbyterian Church in 
Ireland, located in Belfast, 134 indicate that many of Baxter’s works were available for 
perusal in these diverse contexts. 133 Copies of Baxter’s practical works were also gifted to 
various Dissenting chapel libraries as a resource for these ministries. 136 Susanna Wesley, 
mother of the leaders of the Methodist movement, John and Charles, read widely in
127 George Digby Bristol, Earl of, Bibliotheca Digbeiana (London, 1680). Four of Baxter’s works are listed.
128 Robert Greville Brooke, Baron, Catalogus Librorum Ex Bibliotheca Nobilis Cujusdam Angli (London, 
1678). Twenty-four different titles by Baxter are listed, and there are multiple copies of some works.
129 Friedman, Joan E., Castleton Parish Library: The Farran Collection, a Catalogue (University of 
Sheffield Postgraduate School of Librarianship and Information Science, 1977), 7. Baxter’s works listed 
are: Baxter, CCD, CCYM., Dialogues on personal and family religion (abridged from The Poor Man’s 
Family Book by Benjamin Fawcett, 1769), and Three treatises tending to awaken sinners. For Moore see R. 
Bird,ed. The Journal o f Giles Moore, vol. 68 (Sussex Record Society, 1971). Cited in Green and Peters, 
"Religious Publishing," 86.
130 S. G. Deed and Jane Francis, Catalogue o f the Plume Library at Maldon, Essex (Maldon: Plume Library 
Trustees, 1959). This library contains forty-seven Baxter treatises including SER. For Plume see H. R. 
French, "Plume, Thomas (bap. 1630, d. 1704)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
131 A Catalogue o f the Petyt Library at Skipton, Yorkshire, (Gargrave: The Coulthurst Trust, 1964). The 
library contains over 2,000 items, including fifty-three of Baxter’s works, some in multiple.
132 A Catalogue o f Books in the Briston Reference Library Printed in England, Scotland and Ireland and of 
English Books Printed Abroad 1641-1700, (The Corporation of Bristol, 1958). Seventeen of Baxter’s 
works are listed, including the eleventh edition of SER.
133 A List o f Books Printed in the British Isles and o f English Books Printed Abroad before 1701 in 
Guildhall Library, Part I: A-K, (Corporation of London, 1966). Fifteen books by Baxter are listed.
134 Catalogue o f Books in Theology and General Literature in Assembly's College Belfast, (Belfast: The 
Presbyterian Church in Ireland, 1912). The collection contains both the 1707 and Orme’s versions of 
Baxter’s Practical Works as well as eight other Baxter volumes, including an 1827 Glasgow edition of SER 
and an 1831 Fawcett abridgement of the same.
135 For more on libraries in seventeenth-century England, see Elisabeth Leedham-Green and David 
McKitterick, "Ownership: Private and Public Libraries," in The Cambridge History o f the Book in Britain: 
Volume Iv 1557-1695, ed. John Barnard and D. F. McKenzie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002) .
136 Herbert McLachlan, "Baxter's Works in Chapel Libraries," Transactions o f the Unitarian Historical 
Society 9,(1948), 108-9.
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practical divinity and recommended Baxter’s writings to others.137 Overall, it would be 
appropriate to conclude that people from a wide variety of social circumstances had 
access to Baxter’s practical writings and therefore potentially were able to be subject to 
the ideas advanced therein.
As with The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, numerous expressions of appreciation to 
Baxter for his practical writings are found within his correspondence. Many Church of 
England clergy appear to have gained both instruction and encouragement from the 
output of his pen. The Rector of Pusey, William White, wrote to Baxter in 1654, stating 
that ‘All books that I know extant of yours, I have, and most of ‘em have read through 
(giving god hearty thanks for the light & guidance, that hee hath afforded mee by & in 
them),’138 and a Vicar from Wiltshire, Henry Blake, acknowledged a similar debt.139 
Thomas Wadsworth, a Rector in Surrey, praised Baxter for his emphasis upon personal 
catechising and exclaimed, ‘O man greatly beloved! The Lord hath revealed his secret 
things to you, for which many a 1000 soul in England shall rise up and blesse God for 
you.’140 Thomas Greaves, one time Deputy Professor at Oxford and later Rector of 
Dunsby, Lincolnshire, speaks of Baxter’s ‘pious & learned writings’.141 Of these works, 
writes Samuel Woodward, ‘I have gotten more divinity in them than in all that ever I 
read,’142 a sentiment matched by John Barbon who claimed ‘That I learne (& have 
learn’t) more by You, Sir, than by or from any man (or men) in the World.’143 William
137 Charles Wallace Jr., ""Some Stated Employment of Your Mind": Reading, Writing and Religion in the 
Life of Susanna Wesley," Church History 58, (1989), 356-7.
138 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 193 (Letters, v. 225), 150.
139 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 888 (Letters, i. 108), 133.
140 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 345 (Letters, ii. 245), 36.
141 Ibid., No. 296, 15 March 1655<6> (Letters, iii. 161), 205.
142 Ibid., No. 318 (Letters, vi. 171), 219.
143 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1096 (Letters, iv. 216), 242.
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Bates, Vicar of St Dunstan-in-the-West, London, was effusive in his acknowledgement of 
the breadth of Baxter’s abilities:
‘tis a singularity of your owne to excel in every subject: none soe movingly speakes to the 
affections or with greater clearnes and power convinces the understanding: and that which puts a 
lustre uppo/i all your productions is a spirit of holines and zeale144
In particular, it was this ability of Baxter to echo the approach of those ‘practical, 
affectionate English writers’ (that he himself valued so highly) that was of special appeal 
to many, both clergy and laity. As the Church of England minister and Fellow of the 
Royal Society, Joseph Glanvill, put it, ‘there is a smartness accompanying your pen that 
forces what you write into the heart, by a sweet kind of irresistable violence’.143 Many 
found themselves challenged and inwardly quickened under the influence of this 
penetrating style. A Vicar in Coventry, John Bryan, wrote him in 1657: ‘I am 
exceedingly affected in reading these & your other works, & would be content to spend 
all my time therein’.146Ten years later his praise was even more fulsome: ‘... how would 
the churches of Christ have done in this day without a Baxter! ... no man ever Laboured 
more nor to better purpose than Mr. Baxter.’147 A Derbyshire man also testified to this 
deeply affectionate response that Baxter’s works seemed particularly capable of evoking; 
Abraham Garington found his writings ‘more patheticall, and (blessed bee God) more 
powerfully to Worke upon my Spirit: And ... In all your Labours Extant, I Apprehend 
that Piercing Quicknes, and Spirituall Excellency, which I could never yet discern in the 
Works of any others.’148 So too did Edmund Elis, fellow of Balliol College, Oxford, who
144 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 586 (Letters, vi. 161),400.
145 Baxter, A Second True Defence of the Meer Nonconformists (London, 1681), 180. See also Keeble and 
Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 683,21-2.
146 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 383, 29 June 1657 (Letters, iii. 180), 257.
147 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 744,6  October 1667 (Letters, v. 192), 57-8.
148 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 389, 24 August 1657 (Letters, v. 76), 260.
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exclaimed, ‘Since I betooke my \selfe/ more seriously to the thoughts of Eternity, your 
Practical writings have suited most exactly to my better Apprehension ... Oh! Sir, I am 
so Full of thoughts towards you, that my Heart would breake, if I should not Vent some 
of them. ’ 149 Richard Pyke’s reading of his books elicited the conclusion that Baxter was 
‘a man living in another world, ’ 150 while John Howe, a chaplain to Oliver Cromwell, 
found that reading them led him in that same direction, that is, ‘in further awakening & 
quickening my heart to the minding the concern me/ita of another world’ . 151 Frances 
Corbet, who for a time with her husband shared lodgings with the Baxters, found ‘great 
releife from many of your choyce, and exelent books’ when her own affections were 
downcast and faith under challenge. 152 With such outcomes from Baxter’s practical 
writings, it is understandable that his friend, Thomas Lambe, cautioned him about his 
future publication intentions, lest he ‘should doe any thing to sully’ the good that issued 
from his devotional works. 153
Other endorsements of Baxter’s literary output are located within his 
correspondence. The Earl of Lauderdale reported to Baxter some details of ongoing 
communication by mail with a friend now residing in Holland, who informed the Earl 
that ‘I am extreamely taken with all comes from Mr. Baxters pen,’ and later, ‘the more I 
read of Mr. Baxter I like him the beter, He seems to be one who hath both much 
Learning, and a heart acquainted with the wayes of God. ’ 154 An unknown author, ‘W. H.’, 
acknowledged that Baxter’s ‘bookes & Labours ... have been so eminent for the Church
149 Ibid., No. 435, 11 March 1657<8> (Letters, iv. 144), 294.
150 Ibid., No. 617, 16 November 1659 (Letters, v. 54), 418.
131 Ibid., No. 436, 12 March 1657<8> (Letters, ii. 297), 295. See also Nuttall, Richard Barter, 118.
152 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1154,1 November 685 (Letters, iv. 13), 273.
153 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 642, 5 April 1660 (Letters, iv. 276),433.
154 Ibid., No. 460, 11 June 1658 (Letters, iv. 102), 315.
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of god’ . 156 James Drummond, who some years after writing to Baxter became Justice- 
General and later Lord Chancellor, expressed his opinion that Baxter was a man of 
‘extraordinarie learning, merite, & devotion,’ on the basis of his acquaintance with his 
‘excellent works. ’ 156 A barrister, Edward Polhil, articulated his ‘very great honour and 
esteeme’ for Baxter and his literary output, 157 and Jon Bate requested further copies of 
Baxter’s ‘pretious’ Catechism books so that they might be available ‘in all ffamelies & 
Schools: yea that old & young, Rich & poor, may take great pains in reading, Learning,
& teaching the Directions & Instructions. ’ 168 Towards the end of Baxter’s life a group of 
eleven students at the academy set up by Thomas Brand at Bethnal Green wrote to Baxter 
expressing their gratitude for his published material. 159
In addition to the evidence located in correspondence, testimony to the value of 
Baxter’s practical divinity is found in the literary output of various authors. Thomas 
Powell refers to him as ‘a late writer of good note. ’ 160 Baxter’s neighbour in Acton in the 
post-Restoration period, Sir Matthew Hale, the Chief Justice of England, considered 
Baxter ‘a person of great devotion and piety,’ and he told Bishop Burnett that he was 
much beholden to Baxter for his theological schema and approach to what is truly 
essential in Christian living. 161 According to Benjamin Fawcett, Lord William Russell, 
who was convicted and executed for high treason and was later made a martyr to true 
English freedom, found comfort in his last days in reading Baxter’s Dying Thoughts,
155 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 673, (Letters, vi. 181), 17.
156 Ibid., No. 821,8 November 1670 (Letters, iv. 17), 100.
157 Ibid., No. 1123, 2 July 1683 (Letters, ii. 306), 254.
158 Ibid., No. 1251, c. 26 July 1691 (Letters, iii. 257), 323.
159 Ibid., No. 1212, 26 September 1690 (Letters, v. 46), 306-7. See also Powicke, Under the Cross, 171.
160 Thomas Powell, Quadriga Salutis, or, the Four General Heads of Christian Religion Surveyed and 
Explained (London, 1657), 101.
161 Gilbert Burnett, The Lives of Sir Matthew Hale, Knt. Lord Chief Justice of England; Wilmot, Earl of 
Rochester; and Queen Mary (London, 1774), 37-8, 133ff.
291
‘Which, says he, have made me better acquainted with the other World, than I was 
before; and have not a little contribut’d to my Support and Relief, and to fitting me for 
what I am to go through. ’ 162 Some time later, the writer Sarah Harriet Burney was much 
taken by Baxter’s work after reading Arthur Young’s edition of his writings. A reference 
in one of her letters indicates that not only had she read Baxter, but also that she talked 
about it and that others in her social circle were also acquainted with his writings.163
Even those who took issue with various aspects of Baxter’s theological 
understanding were willing to affirm his approach to piety. The ejected minister, Francis 
Tallents, disagreed with Baxter on his doctrine of justification and other matters, ‘yet he 
highly valu’d that Great Man for his Learning and Piety, and the Service he had done the 
Church by his Practical Writings. ’ 164 Increase Mather, a Congregational minister who 
served mainly in Massachusetts and was a leading figure in American Puritanism, used 
comparable language to describe Baxter and his impact while also distancing himself on 
various theological points.166 His son Cotton Mather also held Baxter in great respect.166
162 Baxter, The Dying Thoughts of the Reverend Learned and Holy Mr. Richard Baxter ... Abridged by 
Benjamin Fawcett (Salop, 1761),'The Preface', iv-v. For Lord Russel, see Lois G. Schwoerer, "Russell, 
William, Lord Russell (Called the Patriot, the Martyr| (1639-1683)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
163 Lorna J. Clark, ed. The Letters of Sarah Harriet Burney (University of Georgia Press, reprint 1997), 205: 
‘Pray say for me many grateful & kind things to Mr Young, with thanks for his dear Baxter, which I 
brought here with me, & read with pleasure very frequently. My friends in the opposite parlour have lent 
me another abridged work of Baxter, edited by Benjamin Fawcett, & entitled “Converse with God in 
Solitude.” The chapter on friends taken from us by Death is worthy to be written in letters of gold; the rest I 
have not yet read: but hope to like.’ The letter was to Charlotte Barrett, dated 4 September 1816. The title 
edited by Fawcett is the third of three treatises in Baxter’s The Divine Life, issued by Fawcett in 1761. For 
Burney, see Lorna J. Clark, "Burney, Sarah Harriet (1772-1844)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
164 Matthew Henry, A Sermon Preach'd at the Funeral of the Reverend Mr. Francis Tallents (London, 
1709), 68. ForTallents, see C. D. Gilbert, "Tallents, Francis (1619-1708)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
165 Increase Mather, A Dissertation Concerning the Future Conversion of the Jewish Nation (London,
1709), chaps 1 & 3. For Increase Mather, see Francis J. Bremer, "Mather, Increase (1639-1723)," in ODNB 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
166 It is claimed that in Cotton Mather’s voluminous literary output, citations and allusions to Baxter 
number more than any other author than Augustine. Richard F. Lovelace, "Christian Experience in the
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Mather’s warm regard for Baxter’s practical writings exemplifies the ready 
audience found for these works in America. From the 1670’s onward devotional literature 
began to be distributed more vigorously in New England and Boston became the centre 
of the book trade.167 Various invoices, book lists and inventories associated with this 
Boston market and book collectors throughout America indicate that a number of 
Baxter’s works were in demand.168 As in England, books of ‘practical’ significance were 
readily welcomed into the homes of colonists.169 Yet for many Americans, especially in 
rural areas, books were hard to come by, and it was only by borrowing that they could
Theology of Cotton Mather" (Th.D, Princeton, 1968), 124-5. Cited from James L. Breed, "Sanctification in 
the Theology of Cotton Mather" (Ph.D, Aquinas Institute of Theology, 1980), 224-5. For Cotton Mather’s 
approach to meditation, see 127-42, 308-30, of Breed’s work. For Cotton Mather, see Michael G. Hall, 
"Mather, Cotton (1663-1728)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
K’7 Hugh Amory, "British Books Abroad: The American Colonies," in The Cambridge History o f the Book 
in Britain: Volume IV 1557-1695, ed. John Barnard and D. F. McKenzie (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 745ff; Worthington Chauncey Ford, The Boston Book Market 1679-1700, (New 
York: Burt Franklin, reprint 1972), 3ff. See also Hambrick-Stowe, Practice, 38.
168 Ford, Boston Book,4 6 ,73,8 5 ,97, 100, 11 Iff, 141, 156, 172. The books mentioned are CWCC,SER, 
CTU, T&OWC, PMB, NN, HGM. See also Elizabeth Carroll Reilly, "The Wages of Piety: The Boston Book 
Trade of Jeremy Condy," in Printing and Society in Early America, ed. William L. Joyce, et al. (Worcester: 
American Antiquarian Society, 1983), 130; John Tebbel, A History o f Book Publishing in the United States, 
vol. 1: The Creation of an Industry 1630-1865 (New York: R. R. Bowker, 1972), 142-3; Edwin Wolff II, 
The Book Culture o f a Colonial American City: Philadelphia Books, Bookmen and Booksellers, Lyell 
Lectures in Bibliography, 1985-6 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 23; Leonard A. Coombs and Francis X. 
Blovin Jr, eds., Intellectual Life on the Michigan Frontier: The Libraries o f Gabriel Richard & John 
Monteith, Michigan Historical Collections / Bentley Historical Library (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan,1985), 270.
1,14 David D. Hall, "The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Century," in A History o f the Book in America 
Volume One: The Colonial Book in the Atlantic World, ed. Hugh Amory and David D. Hall (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 68-9,73-4; David D. Hall, "Readers and Writers in Early New 
England," in A History o f the Book in America Volume One: The Colonial Book in the Atlantic World, ed. 
Hugh Amory and David D. Hall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 126. See also Hugh 
Amory, '"a Bible and Other Books': Enumerating the Copies in Seventeenth-Century Essex County," in 
Order and Connexion: Studies in Bibliography and Book History: Selected Papers from the Munby 
Seminar, Cambridge, July 1994, ed. R. C. Alston (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1997); John Coffey, "Puritan 
Legacies," in The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 333-40. Note this comment from Samuel Davies: ‘Before the Revival 
in 1743, there were a few who were awakened, as they have told me, either by serious Reflection, 
suggested and enforced by divine Energy, or on reading some Authors of the last Century, particularly 
Bolton, Baxter, Flavel, Bunyan . See Samuel Davies, An Account o f a Remarkable Work o f Grace, or the 
Great Success o f the Gospel in Virginia (London, 1752), 1.
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gain access to works by the likes of Baxter. 170 Of note is the fact that extracts from his 
sermon, Making Light of Christ and Salvation, were published around the time of the 
Great Awakening in New England, suggesting that the themes of this work, such as the 
need for serious reflection upon the heavenly life and the coming judgment, were 
congruent with the emphases of that movement.171 One example of Baxter’s impact in 
America is the conversion of a slave, Ukawsaw Gronniosaw. Gronniosaw was introduced 
to Baxter’s Call to the Unconverted via his master, Theodorus Jacobus Frelinghuysen, a 
Dutch Reformed clergyman in New Jersey. 172 While the book at first aroused a state of 
deep spiritual distress within Gronniosaw, in time he came to take ‘great delight in it,’ 
and it was instrumental in his conversion to Christian faith. 173 Gronniosaw also described 
The Saints' Everlasting Rest as ‘a favourite book of mine,’ and following the freedom 
granted him upon his master’s death, he and his wife travelled to Kidderminster, ‘for I 
could not but think that on the spot where Mr. Baxter lived and preached, the people must 
be all righteous. ’ 174 In sum, it would be reasonable to conclude that the demand for works 
of affectionate piety on the west of the Atlantic and the availability of Baxter’s writings 
indicate that his writings exercised a positive spiritual influence here as well as in his 
homeland.
170 As was the case for Devereux Jarratt in his youth, who was able to read ‘a number of very excellent 
books’ by the likes of Baxter only after he met a Presbyterian minister from whom he could borrow them. 
Jarratt went on to become an Episcopalian minister. See David D. Hall and Elizabeth Carroll Reilly, 
"Practices of Reading," in A History o f the Book in America Volume One: The Colonial Book in the 
Atlantic World, ed. Hugh Amory and David D. Hall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 378.
171 The Christian History, Containing Accounts o f the Revival and Propagation o f Religion in Great-Britain 
& America for the Year 1743, (Boston, 1744), 232ff.
172 James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, A Narrative o f the Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of 
James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw (Bath, 1780), 23; Vincent Carretta, "Gronniosaw, Ukawsaw," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
173 Gronniosaw, Narrative, 23, 25.
174 Ibid., 28, 48.
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Evidence also exists that Baxter’s practical divinity had a welcome reception in 
Continental Europe. 175 Some of this data has already been set forth in relation to the 
reception of The Saints' Everlasting Rest, but there is further material worthy of note. A 
number of ministers expressed their appreciation for Baxter’s treatises, including the 
French pastor Raymond Gaches, 176 and a Chaplain to the Elector of Brandenburg, Anton 
Brunsen. 177 Baxter also heard via a German emigrant that a pastor he had met ‘in the 
Citty of Brem,’ Theodor Underrecht, had found Baxter’s books ‘were very usefull in 
those parts, & gave great satisfaction to many that were Readers thereof,’ including 
himself. 178 The Earl of Lauderdale was convinced that Baxter’s works would find an 
eager market if translated and later correspondence testifies to the good repute in which 
translations of some treatises into German and Dutch were held. 179 Also of interest is a 
passing comment by Baxter himself in his Preface to Directions for Weak, Distempered 
Christians. This work, originally a sermon that Baxter had preached in Kidderminster, 
had been published ‘imperfectly’ without his permission. Baxter was particularly 
concerned upon hearing that ‘some foreigners that lived in Poland, Hungary, and 
Helvetia, were earnest to buy this with the rest of my writings,’ and this caused him to 
publish the treatise in the form he desired. 180 This aside indicates that his writings enjoyed 
a level of popularity across the channel. Overall, it appears that the networks of
175 On the positive reception of Puritan practical divinity in continental churches more generally, see 
Anthony Milton, "Puritanism and the Continental Reformed Churches," in The Cambridge Companion to 
Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 117-9.
176 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 641,5 April 1660 (Letters, iv. 31), 432.
177 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1183, 27 October 687 (Letters, i. 113), 290.
I7H Ibid., No. 944, 20 January 1673/4 (Letters, iv. 60), 162.
179 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 530, 14 December 1658 (Letters, iii. 54), 365-6, Keeble and Nuttall, 
Calendar II, No. 1033, 24 September 1679 (Letters, v. 179), 208, No. 160, c. October 1686 (Letters, vi. 
186), 275-6.
1X0 Baxter, Directions for Weak Distempered Christians to Grow up to a Confirmed State o f Grace 
(London, 1669), PW2, 983. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 724,46-7.
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communication that existed amongst Protestant believers across Great Britain,
Continental Europe and New England resulted in the promulgation of Baxter’s writings 
and hence his approach to living the devout life. Even when misgivings were expressed 
about some of Baxter’s theological emphases, the attestations to his works that do exist 
are frequent in their praise for the ability of his treatises to elicit warm affections towards 
God and to stir up readers to a greater commitment to a life of steadfast devotion.
An influence of a broader nature from Baxter’s works of practical divinity appears 
to have taken place in Germany. Recent investigations have demonstrated that British 
devotional literature, including the writings of Baxter, shaped the development of 
German Pietism and in turn German language and literature more generally.181 Peter 
Damrau lists Baxter along with Lewis Bayly, Edmund Bunny, Joseph Hall, Daniel Dyke 
and John Bunyan as the most successful and influential English authors of practical 
divinity in terms of their impact in Germany in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries.182 Initially, some of the works of these writers exerted their influence second 
hand through editions published in Latin, French and Dutch languages, but over time the 
number of German translations increased, thereby exposing this Puritan literature to a 
wider German constituency.183 Between 1600 and 1750 nearly 700 works of English 
religious literature were translated into German, including thirty of Baxter’s treatises, and 
McKenzie claims that in the second half of the seventeenth-century Baxter was the most
IKI Edgar C. McKenzie, "British Devotional Literature and the Rise of German Pietism" (unpublished Ph.D, 
University of St Andrews, 1984); Damrau, Receptions Lindberg, "Pietist Theologians," 10.
182 Damrau, Reception, 1, also chap. 1.
182 W. R. Ward, The Protestant Evangelical Awakening (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
10-11. See also Catalogue of Books Printed in German-Speaking Countries and of German Books Printed 
in Other Countries from 1601 to 1700 Now in the British Library, 5 vols., vol. 1: Catalogue A-E (London: 
The British Library, 1994), Notations B 421-B 423.
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influential Puritan writer in Germany.184 Leading Pietists such as Philipp Jakob Spener 
and August Hermann Francke recommended Baxter’s works.187 Damrau argues that 
following the translation into German of Baxter’s Treatise of Self-Denyall, the concept of 
‘self-denial’ gained much importance within pietism, such that ‘Spener, who read and 
recommended Baxter’s book, even called self-denial the “first practical principle of 
Christianity”.’186 Furthermore, Damrau suggests that the language used by Baxter and 
other Puritan writers, later adopted by Pietists, contributed to the construction of the 
modern concept of the ‘self’.187 It appears, therefore, that the Puritan conception of the 
divine-human relationship as exemplified by Baxter, with its focus upon the intellectual, 
volitional and affectional responses of the individual believer, made a significant 
contribution to the intellectual history of the concept of personal identity.
A valuable case study into the reception of Baxter’s practical divinity by a later 
generation is the work of the Dissenting minister and writer, Philip Doddridge.188 
Doddridge received a copy of Baxter’s four-volume Practical Works in 1724 and his 
correspondence and diaries record the special place they occupied within his affections. 
He may have had some prior acquaintance with Baxter’s work since his letter of thanks 
for the gift indicates his intention ‘to study those excellent books with all imaginable
1X4 McKenzie, "British Devotional Literature". As cited in Ward, Awakening, 12. and in Damrau, Reception, 
17. For the details, see McKenzie, Catalog, 51-70. Note also a letter from Petrus Christophorus Martinus to 
Baxter, written from Dresden on 2 July 1688, which mentions ten of Baxter’s works that have been 
translated into German and are much appreciated by his countrymen. See Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, 
No. 1189 (Letters, vi. 50), 296. Also the earlier letter (24 September 1679) from Christoph Arnold,
Professor of History and Rhetoric at Nürnberg, which mentions that about five of Baxter’s books have been 
translated into German. See Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1033 (Letters, v. 179), 208.
185 Damrau, Reception, 135. Note also the comment to this effect in the letter from Martinus to Baxter 
mentioned in the previous footnote.
186 Ibid., 140.
1X7 Ibid., 140ff. Others also have noted the introspective nature of Puritanism. See Keeble, Literary Culture, 
205.
I8X For Doddridge, see Isabel Rivers, "Doddridge, Philip (1702-1751)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
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care’ and a reference to ‘Mr. Baxter’s incomparable writings’ . 189 His appreciation only 
deepened over time, however, as Doddridge recorded that ‘I cannot sufficiently admire’ 
these works and that ‘Baxter is my particular favourite, and it is impossible to tell you 
how much I am charmed with the devotion, good sense, and pathos, which are every 
where to be found in that writer. ’ 190 Doddridge’s frequent reference to the volumes within 
his A Course of Lectures bears witness to the esteem in which he held them. 191
But what was it about Baxter that had particular appeal to Doddridge? Geoffrey 
Nuttall has isolated two aspects of Baxter’s intellectual and pastoral deposit that 
Doddridge appropriated and kept alive. The first concerns Baxter’s somewhat eccentric 
and eclectic approach to theology, in particular his soteriological schema that earned the 
sobriquet ‘Baxterianism’ . 192 Sections of Doddridge’s Lectures in Divinity demonstrate 
something of the debt owed to Baxter in this arena. 193 Of more interest, however, is the 
second link between the two men identified by Nuttall, that is, a particular mode of piety. 
One manifestation of this was the commitment of both men to unity amongst believers. 
Throughout his life Baxter advocated a form of Protestant comprehensiveness that could 
embrace a broad range of opinions on matters that he considered were not of the essence 
of true faith. Similarly, Doddridge fought against party division, especially amongst
1X9 John Doddridge Humphreys, ed. The Correspondence and Diary of Philip Doddridge, 5 vols. (London: 
Henry Colburn and Richard Bentley, 1829-31), vol. I, 368.
19(1 Ibid., vol. 1,426, 60. For further favourable comments, and Doddridge’s plans to read more of Baxter, 
see Humphreys, ed. Correspondence, vol. I, 378; vol. II, 58; vol. Ill, 9; vol. V, 282, 291,296, 298, 320. See 
also Geoffrey F. Nuttall, Calendar of the Correspondence of Philip Doddridge (1702-1751), 
Northamptonshire Record Society (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1979).
191 Philip Doddridge, A Course of Lectures on the Principal Subjects in Pneumatology, Ethics and Divinity 
(London, 1776). Doddridge also makes favourable reference to Baxter’s works in Philip Doddridge, 
Sermons to Young Persons, 2nd ed. (London, 1737), 166; Philip Doddridge, Practical Discourses on 
Regeneration, in Ten Sermons (London, 1742), 144, 244.
192 Geoffrey F. Nuttall, "Richard Baxter and Philip Doddridge: A Study in a Tradition," in Friends of Dr. 
'Williams Library Lectures (London: Oxford University Press, 1951), 2.
193 Ibid., 3-4.
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nonconformists, and was wary of overdoing in human attempts to articulate the standards 
of doctrinal orthodoxy.194 Doddridge also followed Baxter in affirming the importance of 
the affectionate dimension in Christian experience. ‘They write from the Head, but you 
from the Heart’, wrote Dr. Oliver to Doddridge in 1744, giving expression to this concern 
that the excitation of passions was a normal component of authentic faith.195 In keeping 
with the Puritan emphasis found in Baxter, and other Dissenting authors such as Isaac 
Watts, this stress upon the affections was never divorced from the central place of the 
intellect. To a depressed friend he wrote, ‘religion consists more in an intelligent, 
rational, and determinate choice o f the will than in any ardent transport of the 
affections.’196 This tradition always sought to grant expression to the divine work of grace 
upon the full range of human faculties. It operated with a carefully thought out 
understanding of these faculties, an awareness of God’s working through them, and the 
practical effects that issued in human life.197 What is found in Doddridge, therefore, is a 
form of practical divinity that charts a very similar trajectory to that of Baxter.
The references and examples above do not make specific mention of Baxter’s 
approach to meditation. But the fact that aspects of his practical divinity were being 
promulgated in these settings provides evidence of the extent of his reputation and 
suggests that his desire that all believers live a vibrant, heart-felt, heavenly and holy life 
was endorsed and adopted by many who followed in his wake.
194 Ibid., 5-13.
195 Humphreys, ed. Correspondence, vol. IV, 303. See Nuttall, "Tradition," 13-7.
196 Humphreys, ed. Correspondence, vol. IV ,414-5.
197 See Rivers, "Dissenting Books," 128-34; Ward, Awakening, 347-8. Note also the comment of Isaac 
Watts, penned in 1731: ‘let us not be ashamed to distinguish ourselves as the offspring of the Puritans, and 
as Protestant Dissenters, who have learned of our fathers to pay a religious reverence to all that is holy’, J. 
Spivey, "Middle Way Men: Edmund Calamy and the Crisis of Moderate Nonconformity, 1688-1732"
(D.Phil, Oxford University, 1986), 295. Cited from John Spurr, "Later Stuart Puritanism," in The 
Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008), 103.
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Baxter’s contribution to the meditative tradition within English practical divinity
To this point attention has been focused upon the dissemination of Baxter’s writings and 
their impact upon individuals. What can be said about his contribution to the indigenous 
tradition of meditation within English practical divinity? Two areas of enquiry are 
relevant to the resolution of this question. The first concerns the instructional manuals of 
meditation and collections of meditations penned subsequent to 1650, when Baxter first 
published The Saints’ Everlasting Rest. Do these treatises in any way mimic or endorse 
Baxter’s approach to meditation? The second relates to the prevalence of subject matter 
within other devotional writings that may suggest some debt to Baxter. As these lines of 
enquiry are pursued, it becomes evident that it is often impossible to determine which of 
the Baxterian-type themes that occur within these later writings are directly attributable to 
him, and which arise from the wider meditative tradition within which all these writers 
are located. What is apparent, however, is that at times Baxter’s theological and 
anthropological framework for meditation, as well as his emphasis upon heavenly 
meditation, find echoes in the continuing tradition. This is most apparent amongst those 
writers customarily termed ‘Puritan’ (although post-1660 the more common designation 
was ‘Nonconformist’ or ‘Dissenting’), but can also be adduced in the work of conforming 
Church of England clergy.
Commencing with the explicit meditative manuals and treatises, most writers 
continued to pursue approaches to meditation consistent with Baxter’s method. Thomas 
White served in ministerial positions in churches in Cambridgeshire and London before
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entering the ranks of the Nonconformists.'98 White corresponded with Baxter and was 
familiar with his writings. As noted above, he recommended The Saints’ Rest to his 
readers as ‘a book for piety, and working upon the affections, so eminent, that I do not 
know any beyond it.’199 In 1655, White published a manual on meditation intended for 
the instruction of beginners in the practice, and a second edition was issued in 1672.200 
White makes no attempt to imitate Baxter’s approach in any precise way, but there is 
significant thematic overlap between the two authors. In common with the existing 
tradition, there is discussion on the places, times and subjects for meditation, with special 
emphasis upon solemn meditation upon the Bible.201 The work includes numerous 
meditations set forth as exemplars, including a meditation upon heaven, within which 
White, like Baxter, draws a contrast between the pleasures of earthly existence and the 
delights to be enjoyed in the celestial realm.202 Also in keeping with Baxter, White 
emphasises that meditation is not an optional requirement in Christian living, but a duty; 
that it is a difficult discipline to pursue; and yet that this difficulty is indicative of its 
excellence.203 In sum, there is a marked confluence between White and Baxter in their 
approach to this subject.
The Whole Duty of Divine Meditation was a manual of meditation published in 
1694, normally attributed to the authorship of Richard Allestree, sometime regius
198 For biographical information see Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar 1, headnote to No. 123, 101.
199 White, Power ofGodlinesse, 237.
2(K) Thomas White, A Method and Instructions for the Art of Divine Meditation with Instances of the Several 
Kindes ofSolemne Meditation, 2nd ed. (London, 1672).
201 Ibid., 29ff. White had already issued short suggestions on this latter topic in an earlier work, Thomas 
White, The Practice of Christian Perfection (London, 1651), 120-41.
202 White, Divine Meditation, 28Iff. Cf. Baxter, SER, PW3, 321.
203 White, Divine Meditation, 20ff, 305ff.
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professor of divinity at Oxford and provost of Eaton College.2a4 Essentially it is a 
shortened version of Thomas White’s manual (without attribution), at times replicating 
the exact wording of White’s treatise. As was the case with White, Allestree followed the 
instructional section with a series of meditations upon Scriptural texts, ending with a 
meditation upon heaven. Irrespective of the source of this meditation, the importance of 
meditation and thinking upon things above are prominent motifs within his other 
published work. He discussed ‘the happiness of the Saints rest’ in A Discourse 
Concerning the Period of Humane Life,20> using language and themes highly reminiscent 
of Baxter. In his other literary deposits he commended this discipline and its value in 
stirring the will to godly affections and actions.206
The Art of Divine Meditation by Edmund Calamy (1600-1666) traverses similar 
territory to other manuals of meditation, as the subtitle reveals: A Discourse of the 
Nature, Necessity, and Excellency thereof. With Motives to, and Rules for the better 
performance of that most Important Christian Duty. Calamy was a clergyman who was 
ejected from his living in 1662, and this work was published posthumously from a 
collection of his sermons.207 The compiler was aware of other treatises that address this 
topic, but proposed that Calamy had set forth a method more suited to the capacities of 
most believers.208 Calamy favourably mentioned Joseph Hall’s The Art of Divine
204 Richard Allestree, The Whole Duty of Divine Meditation (London, 1694). For Allestree, see John Spurr, 
"Allestree, Richard (1621/2-1681)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
2<'5 Richard Allestree, A Discourse Concerning the Period of Humane Life (London, 1677), 29ff, 137ff. For 
example, the idea that meditating upon one’s final destination shapes a person’s endeavours in this life.
21)6 For example, Richard Allestree, Forty Sermons (London, 1684), 178-9; The Causes of the Decay of 
Christian Piety (London, 1667), 44-5; The Whole Duty of Mourning (London, 1695), 41-2.
207 For Calamy see Sharon Achinstein, "Calamy, Edmund (1600-1666)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
208 Calamy, Divine Meditation, A3: ‘I am not ignorant, that many other eminent Divines, persons of great 
worth and honour, have already notably display’d the excellency and usefulness of this way of thinking; yet 
perhaps this grave and famous Preacher in his day, hath in a more easie method, and plain way, by his
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Meditation, and described The Saints’ Everlasting Rest as an ‘excellent Book, ’ 209 and it is 
evident that he has drawn upon these works at various points. Making spiritual use of 
God’s creatures is encouraged and the section commending meditation upon heaven 
recalls a number of Baxterian themes, as does the final section of the book, where 
Calamy issued a passionate rhetorical appeal that readers might mourn their focus upon 
vain earthly things and turn to a disciplined practice of meditation upon heavenly 
realities.210 As with Baxter, Calamy believed that meditation was the catalyst for all other 
duties, ‘the very life and soul of Christianity, without which a Christian is but the carcass 
of a Christian. ’211 Again, while the level of direct influence from Baxter is 
indeterminable, there is a consistency in approach between the two authors.
The Presbyterian minister John Flavell also advocated making use of created 
things for spiritual ends.212 His work, Husbandry Spiritualized: Or, The Heavenly Use of 
Earthly Things, is a series of such meditations.213 In the ‘Epistle Dedicatory,’ Flavell cited 
Baxter with approval for the notion that ‘by a skilful and industrious improvement of the 
creatures ... we might have a fuller taste of Christ and Heaven...’ and in this and other 
works he published, he continued to promote this aspect of meditative practice within 
English practical divinity.214 There are other endorsements of Baxter and allusions to 
prominent Baxterian themes throughout Flavell’s published corpus. For example, he
familiar expressions and resemblances, suited to vulgar capacities, here help’d the real Christian, who 
would most delight in the Duty, to put Meditation in practice, than any who hath gone before him.’
209 Ibid., 81. Calamy himself published a sermon titled The Saints Rest, but upon a theme somewhat 
removed from that of Baxter. Calamy emphasised that death, for the Christian believer, was ‘nothing else 
but a falling asleep.’ See The Saints Rest, (London, 1651), 4.
210 Calamy, Divine Meditation, 15ff, 125ff, 20Iff.
211 Ibid., 205.
212 For Flavell, see James William Kelly, "Flavell, John {bap. 1630, d. 1691)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
213 John Flavel, Husbandry Spiritualized: Or, the Heavenly Use of Earthly Things (London, 1669).
214 See, for example, John Flavel, Navigation Spiritualized, or a New Compass for Sea-Men (London, 
1677).
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likened the sailor’s journey on a ship to the believer’s pilgrimage through this life, with 
the goal of ‘a Safe Arrival in that Land of Rest.’215 Once more, this is evidence of a 
favourable reception of Baxter’s approach to meditation.
Nathanael Ranew, another clergyman who lost his living after the Restoration, 
composed a comprehensive manual of meditation that was published in 1670.216 Ranew 
acknowledged that there are ‘many excellent Treatises on the same subject,’ yet affirmed 
the value of his contribution as another encouragement to such a significant discipline.217 
He navigated the full breadth of topics and concerns found within the existing tradition. 
His chapter on meditation upon heaven, like Baxter, pressed the reader to gain ‘distinct 
apprehensions’ of heaven via careful consideration of the relevant biblical texts, and then 
improving them ‘by all the help we can, of Reason and Inferences of best 
Representations and Resemblances, of Imagination and Invention.’2I8 He encouraged 
reflection upon the excellencies of heaven and of the entertainments that saints will enjoy 
there. In addition to this specific chapter, however, throughout the rest of the work 
Ranew frequently stated that the essence of meditation was concerned with setting the 
mind and heart upon the world to come. For example, he urged, ‘breathe thy soul 
frequently up this Hill o f Eternity. Whatsoever thou meditatest on, let still this be one
215 ‘The Epistle Dedicatory’, Ibid., n.p. For some other examples, see John Flavel, Pneumatologia, a 
Treatise of the Soul of Man (London, 1685), The Preface', 211; Divine Conduct, or, the Mysterie of 
Providence (London, 1678), 9.
216 Nathanael Ranew, Solitude Improved by Divine Meditation (London, 1670). For Ranew, see Charlotte 
Fell-Smith and Mark Robert Bell, "Ranew, Nathanael (16027-1677)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
217 Ranew, Solitude Improved, 'To the Christian Reader'.
218 Ibid., 192.
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Object, entertained in they serious thoughts, this vast Eternity: Let this have its due 
time.’219 All in all, there are strong elements of continuity between the two authors.
John Owen, an Independent minister and the leading theological voice for High 
Calvinism in the late seventeenth-century, shared an ambivalent relationship with Baxter. 
Both were concerned for the spiritual advancement of church and nation, but they locked 
horns on key matters such as the doctrine of justification and the form of ecclesiological 
settlement that should take place following the restoration of the monarchy in 1660.220 As 
with Baxter, Owen was deeply convinced of the importance of filling the mind with 
thoughts of spiritual and heavenly things, as an antidote to having affections entangled 
with the attractions of this world and as a spur to the performance of Christian duties.221 
There is, however, a shift in emphasis from Baxter’s approach. Rather than endorsing the 
spiritual use of creatures, Owen stressed that the Scriptures must be the source of 
meditative content. He granted a more significant role to faith and the work of the Spirit 
in apprehending heavenly realities than Baxter did, and was highly suspicious of the use 
of the imagination in meditation.222 Owen’s work indicates that even when a treatise is 
redolent with ideas and terminology that are also present in Baxter’s corpus, the author’s 
theological presuppositions can give rise to significant differences in approach to 
meditation.
219 Ibid., 72. See also 56 and Amy Gant, ""Beating a Path to Heaven": Nathanael Ranew and the Puritan Art 
of Divine Meditation in the Seventeenth Century" (MA, University of Nebraska, 2007), 51.
220 For Owen, see Richard L. Greaves, "Owen, John (1616-1683)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
221 John Owen, Phronema Tou Pneumatou, or, the Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually-Minded Declared 
and Practically Improved (London, 1681), 'The Preface', 75ff, 178ff, 259. Cf. Of Communion with God the 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, in Goold, ed. John Owen, vol. II, 23. For details of the nature of communion 
with God within Owen’s thought, see Kelly M. Kapic, Communion with God: The Divine and the Human 
in the Theology of John Owen (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2007).
222 See the discussion in Chan, "Puritan Meditative Tradition", 204-15.
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A number of other authors, while not composing whole treatises on meditation, 
provided brief instructions on the practice within their published works, and once more a 
level of consistency with Baxter is evident. Many of these were of Puritan or 
Nonconformist persuasion and were au fait with Baxter’s oeuvre. Baxter and the ejected 
minister, Thomas Gouge, were well acquainted with each other and it would be 
reasonable to presume that Gouge had encountered The Saints’ Everlasting Rest,223 When 
Gouge encouraged his readers to be alert to how they behave when alone, the emphasis 
lay in being ‘taken up with spiritual and heavenly Meditations,’ a ‘too much neglected 
duty’ .224 The suggestions follow the characteristic advice located in many Protestant 
meditative manuals, including the distinction between occasional and deliberate 
meditation, the motives for the activity, and the time, place and manner of performing 
it.227 In another work, Gouge included a chapter on ‘Heavenly-mindedness’ and the 
benefits of often meditating ‘on the glorious things which the Lord hath reserved in 
Heaven’ were stressed. He promoted the spiritual ‘improvement’ o f ‘outward 
occurrences’ as a key part of this duty and his approach was entirely in keeping with that 
of Baxter.226 The same thing could be said of a further Baxter acquaintance, George 
Swinnock, in his brief description of the practice of deliberate meditation.227 It is likely 
that another ejected minister, Thomas Watson, was also familiar with Baxter’s writings, 
since a group of students at his academy wrote to Baxter expressing their deep esteem for
223 For example, Gouge sought Baxter’s counsel on an ethical question. See Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar 
II, No. 717,42. For further details of connections between the two men, see Richard L. Greaves, "Gouge, 
Thomas (1605-1681)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
224 Thomas Gouge, Christian Directions, Shewing How to Walk with God All the Day Long (London,
1661),37.
225 Ibid., 37-41.
226 Thomas Gouge, A Word to Sinners, and a Word to Saints (London, 1668), 193-203.
227 George Swinnock, The Works of George Swinnock (London, 1665), 388-97. For Swinnock, see E. I. 
Carlyle and Stephen Wright, "Swinnock, George (c.1627-1673)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
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him .228 Watson’s literary output contained numerous devotional volumes that are 
reflective and meditational in tone, and he commended the duty of meditation, including 
earnest consideration of the heavenly estate, in a number of his works.229 The 
Nonconformist minister, Thomas Manton,also outlined extensive advice concerning 
meditation in some of his published sermons.2™ Of interest was his unwillingness to 
recommend a precise method, believing that to do so would impede the spiritual 
nourishment that was potentially forthcoming from the practice.231 In the main, however, 
his approach was consistent with other writers in the tradition. Jonathan Mitchel, who 
ministered in New England, urged his readers to ‘be much in Meditation,’ upon a number 
of subjects, including ‘the things of Heaven. ’ 232 This exhortation is found just after a 
citation from Baxter’s The Saints' Rest in a treatise that is essentially a series of 
meditative sermons upon the glories to come. Baxter was not the only author to whom 
Mitchel owes a debt—there are a number of references to Robert Bolton’s piece, ‘Of 
Heaven,’ found within Bolton’s treatise The Four Last Things and there are also 
references to Edward Leigh’s A Systeme or Body of Divinity ,233 But in turn, Leigh makes
22K Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1212, 306-7. For Watson, see Barry Till, "Watson, Thomas (d . 
1686)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
2:9 Thomas Watson, A utarkeia, or, the Art of Divine Contentment (London, 1654), 272ff; Watson, Heaven, 
42-55; Thomas Watson, A Body of Practical Divinity (London, 1692), 337ff.
230 Thomas Manton, One Hundred and Ninety Sermons on the Hundred and Nineteenth Psalm (London, 
1681), 88-100; A Fourth Volume Containing One Hundred and Fifty Sermons (London, 1693), 601-70. For 
Manton and his links with Baxter, see E. C. Vernon, "Manton, Thomas (bap. 1620, d. 1677)," in ODNB 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
231 ‘... when Christians confine themselves to such Rules and Prescriptions, they streighten themselves, and 
Thoughts come from them like Water out of a Still, not like Water out of a Fountain.’ See Manton, Fourth 
Volume, 615.
232 Jonathan Mitchel, A Discourse of the Glory (London, 1677), 208. See also 1 If in the letter annexed to 
the conclusion of the book. For Mitchel, see Jeffrey Powers-Beck, "Mitchel, Jonathan (1624-1668)," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
233 The full details of these works are Bolton, Foure Last Things; Edward Leigh, A Systeme or Body of 
Divinity (London, 1654). For Leigh, see John Sutton, "Leigh, Edward (1603-1671)," in ODNB (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).
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reference to The Saints’ Rest and other Baxter volumes.234 The thematic, theological and 
pastoral concerns that are present in the literary output of all three authors indicate that 
they shared a common intellectual heritage, even if the precise nature of influence upon 
each other cannot be determined. This claim would apply equally to the short advice on 
meditation provided by Thomas Vincent, another of the ministers who lost his living 
following the Restoration of the monarchy.235
Pithy directions and exhortations in the technique of meditation were not confined 
to the Puritan tradition; a number of conformist writers also offered advice that reveals 
some affinity with Baxter’s concerns, although the links are more tenuous and at times 
more likely derive from the broader western meditative tradition. The clergyman 
Anthony Horneck composed a treatise on the necessity of consideration in the Christian 
life and it contains much that is reminiscent of Baxter.236 In other writings he craved that 
his readers might ‘live more in Heaven ... to meditate on the things which are not seen,’ 
and to allow their thoughts to ‘fly up to Heaven’ so they might focus upon their ‘Eternal 
rest. ’237 John Norris was a philosopher as well as a clergyman, and while aspects of his 
intellectual commitments would have been at marked variance to Baxter’s, it is quite 
likely that Baxter did shape his approach to meditation.238 Norris knew of the The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest, citing it and other Baxter treatises in a work opposing private 
conventicles, and his published sermon entitled, ‘A Discourse Concerning Heavenly-
234 Leigh, Systeme o f Divinity, T o the Reader', 16, 361,450, 513, 559, 661,668-9, 672 ,683 ,826 ,839 . 
23SThomas Vincent, The Wells o f Salvation Opened (London, 1668), 157ff. For Vincent see Beth Lynch, 
"Vincent, Thomas (1634-1678)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
236 Anthony Horneck, The Great Law o f Consideration (London, 1677). For Horneck, see W. R. Ward, 
"Horneck, Anthony (1641-1697)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
237 Anthony Horneck, The Sirenes, or Delight and Judgment (London, 1690), 245; The Happy Ascetick 
(London, 1681), 277.
238 For Norris, see Richard Acvvorth, "Norris, John (1657-1712)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
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Mindedness’ is replete with language and ideas consistent with Baxter’s earlier piece.239 
So too are sections of a devotional treatise from the pen of the Church of England 
clergyman and writer, Thomas Allen .240 It is much less likely that Baxter exerted any 
sway upon the meditative style of the Bishop of Winchester, Brian Duppa, whose 
devotional approach appears to be more directly linked with that of Bernard of 
Clairvaux.241 Similarly with the Roman Catholic controversialist, John Sergeant, who 
viewed meditation as a form of prayer ‘to elevate the mind from Earth to Heaven. ’ 242 Two 
Church of Scotland ministers, however, do display some affinity with Baxter’s emphases. 
Henry Scougal authored a classic manual of personal devotion, The Life o f God in the 
Soul o f Man, within which he urged frequent meditation upon ‘our Heavenly Country’ 
and ‘those Joyes that are at God’s right hand’ .243 Scougal’s cousin, John Cockburn, 
affirmed the benefits of contemplating ‘GOD’S Works both of Nature and Providence,' 
since they reveal his ‘Wisdom, Power and Goodnesse. ’ 244 In so doing, all the powers and 
faculties of the soul could be goaded to love and praise God.24> Cockburn was not
239 John Norris, A Discourse Concerning the Pretended Religious Assembling in Private Conventicles 
(London, 1685), 265. The sermon is found in John Norris, Practical Discourses Upon Several Divine 
Subjects {London, 1691), 169-203.
240 Thomas Allen, The Practice of a Holy Life; or, the Christian's Daily Exercise in Meditations, Prayers 
and Rules of Holy Living (London, 1716). For example, ‘What Soul is so hard frozen and icy, that will not 
be thaw’d and melted to run whither God pleases, when it feels the least spark of this Heavenly Fire to fall 
down upon it?’ (vi); ‘the Certainty and full Assurance of these Infinite and Transcendent Blessings ... 
wings our souls toward Heaven’ (vii); and ‘Take therefore they Heart ... and bend it to the Glorious Views 
of Eternity, and an happy Life in Heaven’ (6). Allen was familiar with The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, citing 
the work on page 249. For Allen, see Leslie Stephen and Adam Jacob Levin, "Allen, Thomas (1681- 
1755)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
241 See Brian Duppa, Holy Rules and Helps to Devotion Both in Prayer and Practice (London, 1683), 2-24. 
For Duppa, see Ian Green, "Duppa, Brian (1588-1662)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004).
242 John Sergeant, Of Devotion (London, 1678), 96, see also 97-8. For Sergeant, see Beverley Southgate, 
"Sergeant, John (1623-1707)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
243 Henry Scougal, The Life of God in the Soul of Man (London, 1677), 116ff. For Scougal, see Clare 
Jackson, "Scougal, Henry (1650-1678)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
244 John Cockburn, Jacob's Vow, or, Man's Felicity and Duty (London, 1696), 296. For Cockburn, see 
Tristram Clarke, "Cockburn, John (1652-1729)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
245 Cockburn, Jacob's Vow, 308.
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particularly interested in the ‘Order and Method of Meditating,’ and believed most 
benefit would accrue from reflecting upon Scripture.246 Overall, resemblances to Baxter’s 
emphases are apparent in the works of these authors although precise lines of influence 
are indeterminable.
The discussion above has highlighted that themes and ideas related to heaven and 
heavenly-mindedness were noteworthy within Baxter’s approach to meditation. Just how 
significant these were becomes apparent upon examining the tributes he received during 
his life as well as those occasioned by his death. Much of the former have been 
considered already, especially in the surveys of his correspondence. Also of note, 
however, is a poem dedicated to Baxter from an anonymous source, in which the focus 
was upon Baxter’s ability to move believers towards their eternal home: ‘Richard Baxter 
... With Grace, With Gifts, With Courage Hath God Bless’d Him To Conduct The 
Church To Canaan’s Rest.’247 The theme of heaven also abounds within the elegies and 
other remembrances that accompanied his death. Richard Ames’ elegy highlighted 
Baxter’s ‘Heavenly Piety’ and how ‘his Works so well exprest’ the blessings of the 
eternal rest that he had now entered upon.248 Nathanael Vincent likewise spoke of 
Baxter’s concern with ''things Eternal,' and the same themes dominated a funeral poem 
penned by John Tutchin.249 A marble statue erected in Kidderminster in 1875 has
246 Ibid., 310-1.
247 Anon, A Poem Dedicated to the Lasting Honour of the Pious and Reverend Divine Mr. Richard Baxter 
(Amsterdam & London, 1682).
24* Richard Ames, An Elegy Upon the Death of That Learned, Pious, and Laborious Minister of Jesus 
Christ Mr. Richard Baxter (London, 1691).
249 Nathanael Vincent, An Elegy Upon the Death of That Holy, Reverend, and Learned Minister of Christ 
Mr Richard Baxter (London, 1691). John Tutchin, A Funeral Poem on the Death of the Reverend and 
Learned Divine Mr. Richard Baxter (London, 1692). Note especially the second and third stanzas. Cf. the 
comments in a letter from William Bates to Sir Henry Ashurst, in Erasmus Middleton, Biographia 
Evangelica: Or, an Historical Account of the Lives and Deaths of the Most Eminent Evangelical Authors or 
Preachers, 4 vols., vol. 4 (London, 1786), 47-8.
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inscribed, ‘In a stormy and divided age he advocated unity and comprehension pointing 
the way to ‘The Everlasting Rest’.250 In sum, this form of piety, with its focus upon the 
joys of the life to come, and a desire for those under his pastoral care to progress safely to 
this destination, is one of the key thematic concerns for which Baxter is remembered.
The presence of heaven-related subject matter within various other writings 
provides the final suite of evidence pertaining to the positive reception of Baxter’s work. 
A number of authors, in the course of their sermons or pastoral advice, commended the 
contemplation of heavenly realities. John Leigh preached at a funeral on the everlasting 
rest that awaited those who were in Christ.221' The clergyman Anthony Burgess, who 
remained on friendly terms with Baxter despite their disagreement over the doctrine of 
justification, stressed the importance of such meditation in the course of some sermons on 
eternity.252 Samuel Clarke, who performed the ceremony at the marriage of Baxter to 
Margaret Charlton, urged his readers to ‘meditate frequently on the Happiness of those,
250The full inscription reads:
BETWEEN THE YEARS 1641 AND 1660 
THIS TOWN
WAS THE SCENE OF THE LABOURS 
OF
RICHARD BAXTER
RENOWNED EQUALLY FOR 
HIS CHRISTIAN LEARNING 
AND HIS PASTORAL FIDELITY.
IN A STORMY AND DIVIDED AGE 
HE ADVOCATED UNITY AND COMPREHENSION 
POINTING THE WAY TO 
‘THE EVERLASTING REST’ 
CHURCHMEN AND NONCONFORMISTS 
UNITED TO RAISE THIS MEMORIAL 
A .D .1875
251 John Leigh, The Saints Rest, and Reward in Heaven (London, 1654).
252 Anthony Burgess, Cxlv Expository Sermons Upon the Whole 17th Chapter o f the Gospel According to 
St. John (London, 1656), 56-72. For Burgess, see E. C. Vernon, "Burgess, Anthony (d . 1664)," in ODNB 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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who shall be admitted to the heavenly Jerusalem, ’253 Adam Littleton, clergyman and 
philologist, saw particular benefit in such activity on the Sabbath day.254 Others 
highlighted its importance when considering death: John Dunton wanted the affections to 
be captured by heaven, ‘That so after a troublesome Life, we may have a peaceable 
Death, and after Death a glorious Reward of Everlasting Rest in Heaven’; and William 
Sherlock believed that ‘to have our conversation in Heaven, to meditate on the glories of 
that blessed Place,’ was the only cure for a fear of death.255 The clergyman and theologian 
Mark Frank suggested that it was ‘good sometimes to retire our selves from the World 
and worldly business, to think and meditate upon Heaven, and heavenly things. . . ,256 In 
his reprint of some of Baxter’s advice on melancholy, Samuel Clifford told his readers to 
‘Keep heaven in your eye, and it will draw a vail over all the glory of this lower world. ’ 257 
Once more, some of these references may derive from the wider meditative tradition, but 
others most likely attest a direct link with Baxter.
Other works are peppered with language and ideas that call to mind Baxter’s own 
writings. An author known simply as ‘W. B.’ stated: ‘And for Heaven; first it is a place 
for divine discoveries, secondly of divine rest, thirdly of divine joyes, fourthly of divine 
glories,’ and proceeded to describe the life of heaven.258 Writer and entrepreneur, Charles
253 Samuel Clarke, Three Practical Essays ... Containing Instructions for a Holy Life (London, 1699), 93. 
For Clarke, see Ann Hughes, "Clarke, Samuel (1599-1682)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004).
254 Adam Littleton, Solomon's Gate (London, 1662). For Littleton, see Newton E. Key, "Littleton, Adam 
(1627-1694)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
253 John Dunton, The Mourning-Ring (London, 1692), 242; William Sherlock, A Practical Discourse 
Concerning Death (London, 1689), 336.
256 Mark Frank, Li Sermons Preached by the Reverend Dr. Mark Frank (London, 1672), 505-6. For Frank, 
see Kenneth W. Stevenson, "Frank, Mark {bap. 1612, d. 1664)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
237 Samuel Clifford, The Signs and Causes of Melancholy with Directions Suited to the Case of Those Who 
Are Afflicted with It. Collected out of the Works of Mr. Richard Baxter (Glascow, 1749), To the Reader', 
clxiv.
238 W. B., The Trial of the Ladies Hide Park, May Day (London, 1657), 40ff.
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Povey, wondered at ‘the never-fading Delights of Everlasting Bliss’, and noted how the 
charms of this world could not compare to ‘the Joys above. ’259 The ejected minister, 
Arthur Jackson, wrote on the happiness of the eternal state of glory and a citation 
indicates that he was familiar with The Saints' Everlasting Rest.260 Thomas Hall, another 
minister who was forced to forgo his living, cited Baxter on the merit of consideration 
and meditation, by which ‘our soules may be in heaven. ’261 Likewise with Oliver 
Heywood, who continued in the Puritan tradition with his writings and ministry as a 
Dissenter.262 Heywood cited Baxter from Dying Thoughts, and some of his other work 
appears to draw upon themes essential to Baxter’s practical divinity.263 Thomas Arundell 
issued a work of ‘Spiritual Contemplations’ sated with earnest longing to live in the light 
of the reality of Heaven. ‘He that will have heaven on earth,’ he claimed, ‘must meditate 
on earth of Heaven,’ and there is an abundance of other material in his volume that 
accords with Baxter’s writings.264
259 Charles Povey, Meditations o f a Divine Soul (London, 1703), sig. A 4,4-5; see also 125, 200ff. For 
Povey, see Mark G. Spencer, "Povey, Charles (bap. 1651?, d. 1743)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
2<’() John Jackson, A Treatise Concerning Mans Future Eternity (London, 1661), chap. 4. For the Baxter 
citation, see 90. For Jackson, see Tai Liu, "Jackson, Arthur (c. 1593-1666)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
261 Thomas Hall, A Practical and Polemical Commentary, or, Exposition Upon the Third and Fourth 
Chapters o f the Latter Epistle o f Saint Paul to Timothy (London, 1658), 118, 293. For Hall, see C. D. 
Gilbert, "Hall, Thomas (1610-1665)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
262 For Heywood, see William Joseph Sheils, "Heywood, Oliver (bap. 1630, d. 1702)," in ODNB (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).
263 Oliver Heywood, Heavenly Discourse: Or, a Discourse Concerning the Communion between the Saints 
on Earth, and the Spirits o f Just Men Made Perfect in Heaven (London, 1697), 9 Iff; Advice to an Only 
Child: Or, Excellent Council to All Young Persons (London, 1693), 16ff; Meetness for Heaven Promoted in 
Some Brief Meditations Upon Colos. 1.12. (London, 1679).
264 Thomas Arundell, The Confession and Conversion o f the Chiefest and Greatest o f Sinners, with His 
Frequent Communion with God, in Christ, by the Spirit, or, a Garden o f Spiritual Fruits and Flowers 
(London, 1662), 145. This volume is incorrectly attributed to Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel (1585- 
1646). This cannot be so, since the author indicates at one point that he is writing in London in 1654. 
Furthermore, the themes of the work do not concur with what is known of the Earl of Arundel. See R. 
Malcolm Smuts, "Howard, Thomas, Fourteenth Earl of Arundel, Fourth Earl of Surrey, and First Earl of 
Norfolk (1585-1646)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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Poetic and hymnic material that develops heavenly themes also exists, and these 
may, at least in part, be attributable to Baxter’s stimulus. Little is known of the New 
Englander Philip Pain besides the slim volume of meditations on death and eternity that 
he penned before his untimely death by drowning following a shipwreck. Pain’s 
meditations evince an earnest preoccupation that he might ‘Ever-more be mindful of 
Eternitie’ so that at the last ‘I may with thee have sweet Communion. ’ 265 The printer of 
this work, Marmaduke Johnson, added ‘A Postscript to the Reader’ in verse form that is 
entirely in keeping with prominent ideas found in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest 266 A 
series of ‘Divine Poems’ attributed to the clergyman Samuel Speed included a piece 
called ‘On Meditation.’ He wrote: ‘By Contemplation I with God can talk; In Mansions 
of Eternity can walk ... Though present Habitation Here is given, Yet let thy 
Conversation Be in Heaven. ’267 Another collection of religious poetry from a female 
author included items affirming that the true home of the believer lay ahead, with titles 
such as ‘This is not our Rest,’ and ‘A Pleasing View of Eternity. ’268 Similar themes 
issued from some of the hymns composed by Daniel Booking, and it has been argued that 
Ann Griffiths, a writer of hymns in Welsh, was influenced considerably through reading
265 Philip Pain, Daily Meditations: Or, Quotidian Preparations for, and Considerations of Death and 
Eternity (Cambridge, Mass., 1668), 6.
266 For example,
But his most sweetest Contemplation
Takes wing below, and up to Heav’n doth soar:
There’s matter for deep Meditation,
Where Pleasures do abide for evermore,
Which neither Eye e ’re saw, Ear heard, nor can 
Enter into the Heart of any man.
267 Samuel Speed, Prison-Pietie, or, Meditations Divine and Moral Digested into Poetical Heads (London, 
1677), 2. The work may have been authored by his cousin, a printer and publisher, of the same name. See 
Stephen Wright, "Speed, Samuel (1630/31-1682)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
268 Christiana, Divine Poems; Together with a Journal of the Lord's Gracious Dealings with the Soul of the 
Authoress (St Ives, 1792). See, for example, 13ff, 40-1,48-9, 73-4.
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translations of Baxter’s works.269 In John Shebbeare’s novel, ‘Lydia, or Filial Piety,’ 
when the character Mrs Fairchild is close to death she speaks of how shortly she will pass 
to eternal happiness, and the author in the heading to the chapter passes the judgment that 
‘her last words' were ‘as good as Baxter’s . ’ 270 For a number of these references, it is 
impossible to draw any definite connection to Baxter’s meditative method. Yet 
concurrences of language, style and theme attest to possible connections with Baxter’s 
work.
Of particular note are two books, one published in the eighteenth and one in the 
nineteenth centuries, that make direct reference to Baxter and within which his heavenly 
concerns have been the stimulus for various forms of literary expression, and which also 
seek the spiritual improvement of readers. The eighteenth century work revolves around 
reprints of sections of The Saints' Everlasting Rest. But also included are sermons, 
admonitions and poems that share some thematic common ground. For example, the book 
is prefixed with two poems ‘occasioned by Reading the following Pious Meditations,’ 
(that is, from reading the reprinted sections from The Saints' Everlasting Rest), and both 
depict life on earth as a pilgrimage under the protection of a saviour and describe how 
meditation can lead the believer to a view of the heavenly delights.271 The latter volume, 
Sacred Lays from a Baxterian Harp, is a collection of poems from a Baxter descendant.272
269 Daniel Booking, Spiritual Hymns, Composed from Various Texts in the Holy Scriptures (Chelmsford, 
1782). See, for example, 250-1. For Griffiths, see D. Ben Rees, "Griffiths, Ann {bap. 1776, d. 1805)," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
270 John Shebbeare, Lydia, or Filial Piety. A Novel., 2nd ed., 2 vols., vol. 2 (London, 1769), 532.
271 An Example of Heavenly Contemplation with Some Arguments Prefixed to Persuade Christians in 
Constancy and Faithfulness in This Delightful and Heavenly Duty, Extracted from the Writings of an 
Eminent, Practical Divine in the Last Age, 2nd ed. (London, n.d.). While the date was cut off from the 
volume consulted, most of the dated material within issues from the 1750’s.
272 The full details are: Sacred Lays from a Baxterian Harp: Poems on Various Subjects by the Late Mrs. 
Prince, of Leintwardine, Herefordshire. Formerly Theodosia Baxter, a Collateral Descendant from the 
Family of the Celebrated Nonconformist Divine, Richard Baxter. With a Memoir of the Authoress,
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The compiler has accentuated the Baxter connection—the extended title of the work and 
the reference to him in the memoir were designed to promote the ongoing significance of 
his literary offerings for the popular audience for which the poetry was directed. The 
author had undergone a conversion experience via Methodism and adopted the form of 
‘experimentar religion akin to that of Baxter and the other Puritans. The poem, 
‘Anticipating Death,’ is in essence a meditation upon heaven.273 This book adds weight to 
the evidence already presented that Baxter’s form of piety lent shape to the Evangelical 
movement that emerged in the eighteenth century.
The contribution of Baxter’s approach to meditation to further reformation of 
church and nation
In chapter two of this study it was argued that Baxter was a staunch advocate of 
meditation not only because the practice was a stimulus to godly behaviour, but also 
because such behaviour would in turn transform the religious climate of churches and 
communities and further the work of national reformation so central to Puritan ideals. To 
what extent was this aim realised?
(London, n.d.). The author died in 1845 and it is likely that the book was published within a few years of 
her death.
273 For example, Ibid., 66-7.:
Disencumber’d I fly through the opening scenes,
And traverse the City of Gold;
I eat of its fruits, and I drink of its streams,
And the King in his beauty behold.
Nor does the Almighty, my father and friend,
Reprove for this visit in thought;
But assures me, as soon as my discipline’ ends,
I shall to these mansions be brought.
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Baxter’s achievements in this regard reflect something of the ebbs and flows of 
Puritanism during the course of the seventeenth-century, and thus a brief consideration of 
the changing fortunes of this movement throughout this time frame is warranted. The 
Puritan agenda was consistently under challenge during the early Stuart period, especially 
so when those with ecclesiastical power moved religious expression in a more sacerdotal 
direction, exemplified most fully in the agenda of William Laud. Despite these 
challenges, the community of the godly were able to maintain a sense of identity during 
this time, even if their desires for religious transformation on a national scale were 
hamstrung.274 Although a significant number of Puritans chose to emigrate to New 
England with the goal of establishing a theocentric society from first principles, many of 
the Puritan clergy remained in England and did not shift from the tenets of their approach 
to religious expression. These men were prepared to support the Long Parliament in its 
opposition to the policies and claims of King Charles, and thus played a role in the 
outbreak of the Civil War. Throughout the time of the Civil Wars, and then in the period 
of the Commonwealth and Protectorate following the defeat of the Royalist forces, the 
balance of power shifted in a Puritan direction. From the perspective of the adherents to 
this movement, much was achieved in these interregnum years. Structures, forms and 
beliefs within the church that were perceived to be contrary to biblical spirituality were 
suppressed, and many parish clergy were free to exercise pastoral ministries that focused 
upon the promotion of pious and disciplined living. While those of Puritan conviction 
were unable to reach a common mind on many matters pertaining to religion and politics, 
a problem that begat fragmentation and disintegration within their ranks, the nation was
274 Tom Webster, "Early Stuart Puritanism," in The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey 
and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 62.
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granted considerable exposure to their program for how life was to be lived before 
God.275 The Puritan perspective on the life of faith, however, was soon significantly 
contested. With the Restoration of the monarchy under Charles II, the ensuing religious 
settlement marginalised Puritan claims, and hopes of a comprehensive national church 
that could embody Protestant adherents of mixed persuasions, while not abandoned, were 
seriously hampered. Aspects of Puritan convictions and practices persisted amongst the 
Dissenters in the latter period of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, but broad 
scale reformation at the national level proved chimerical.276
While Baxter’s public ministry did not commence until the twilight years of the 
early Stuart epoch, the change of fortunes for the Puritan agenda before and after the 
Restoration were echoed in Baxter’s own vocational undertakings and hopes for further 
reformation. As noted in chapter two, in the late 1650’s Baxter believed that England was 
on the cusp of becoming the ‘holy commonwealth’ so sought after by the Puritans.277 The 
main reason for this confidence was the success of his catechetical and disciplinary 
labours in his own parish of Kidderminster, and the willingness of other clergy to work 
together in applying the same methodology throughout the land. There were ‘about 4000 
soules’ under Baxter’s pastoral care, and the program of visitation and personal 
instruction he and his assistants undertook yielded some surprising results. ‘And wee 
found’, he wrote to his missionary friend, John Eliot, ‘abundance that were not noted for 
any extraordinary profession nor ever came to private meetings to be solid godlie people
277 John Morrill, "The Puritan Revolution," in The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey 
and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 84.
276 Spurr, "Later Stuart Puritanism," 100-04.
277 For the belief that England played a special role in providential workings of God, see Timothy R. Cooke, 
"Uncommon Earnestness and Earthly Toils: Moderate Puritan Richard Baxter's Devotional Writings," 
Anglican and Episcopal History 63, (1994), 71.
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... And we found some noted professours, constante at our private meetings, who were 
utterllie ignorant of the essentialls of Christianity’. Yet whatever incapacities they 
confronted were not necessarily enduring: ‘And abundance that we found ignorant, 
seemed in a little time instructed and resolved for a holy life.’278 Many Protestant 
ministers within Worcestershire had joined with Baxter in employing the same pastoral 
strategy. And as other counties adopted this model and formed similar ministerial 
associations, it appeared that the spiritual temper of the land was indeed shifting in a 
godly direction.279 Furthermore, there was another factor that convinced Baxter that his 
strategy for change might prove effectual. For some time he had advocated that broad 
scale spiritual advancement required both ecclesiastical and political leaders to fulfil their 
God-given responsibilities. Although godly discipline lay under the charge of ministers, it 
was the task of the magistracy to punish any negligence in such ministerial functioning,
27S Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 768, <January 1669> (Letters, iv. 6), 70.
277 The growth in spiritual vitality in Kidderminster is described in Baxter, Reliquiae, 1,21,84-6. Cf. 
Baxter’s comments in ‘To the Reader’, John Tombes, True Old Light Exalted above Pretended New Light 
(London, 1660), sig. B2r; Baxter responds to the claims of the Quakers: ‘The Affliction with which they 
reproach us, is, the unreformedness of our people; They tell us, as the Papists do, that none are converted 
by our Ministry. ... To our joy, and the praise of the grace of God, we see (though not in all places alike) so 
many hundreds and thousands of souls converted, within these few years by our Ministry, that all the 
malicious Spirits in Hell, and slanderous tongues on earth, shall not deprive us of our comfort, nor God of 
the honour, nor these converts of the happiness hereof.’ Note also James I. Packer, ‘Introduction’ to 
Richard Baxter, The Reformed Pastor Edited by William Brown (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 
1656, 1862, 1974), 11-12, and the comment from the Stewards for the Worcestershire Feast in a letter to 
Baxter: ‘god hath highly honoured you in makeing you instrumentall for the good of the nation in generall 
and blessed you as an Eminent instrument of much good to the countye in particular’. See Keeble and 
Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 273 (Letters, iv. 83), 194. For the success of the ministerial associations, see 
Lamont, Millenium, 133-4, 159-82. William Black argues that Baxter’s pastoral methodology was so 
influential that the hagiographical accounts of exemplary Puritan pastors found in Clark, Lives, were 
retrospectively reformulated so that they reflected Baxter’s portrait of the ideal for pastoral work. See 
Black, Reformation Pastors, 199-210. For further discussion of Puritanism as a movement of revival, see J. 
I. Packer, A Quest for Godliness (Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway, 1990), chap. 3; Randall C. Gleason and 
Kelly M. Kapic, "Who Were the Puritans?," in The Devoted Life: An Invitation to the Puritan Classics, ed. 
Kelly M. Kapic and Randall C. Gleason (Downers Grove, 111: IVP, 2004), 30-1. John Spurr notes that 
clerical associations were formed in at least seventeen counties, but suggests that although ‘England in the 
1650’s had its oases of godliness ... it was not a “land of saints” .’ See Spurr, English Puritanism, 121-7. 
For sources of evidence on the nature of religious life in Post-Reformation England, and some of the 
difficulties in relying on the assessments of Protestant clergy for such information, see John Spurr, The 
Post-Reformation: Religion, Politics and Society in Britain 1603-1714, Religion, Politics and Society in 
Britain (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2006), chap. 9.
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and thereby ensure that faithful pastoral oversight was being exercised throughout the 
entire realm. Baxter saw in Richard Cromwell, who unlike his father was not tarnished by 
controversy and bloodshed, a leader who could be the godly magistrate and support this 
program of constructing a ‘holy commonwealth’ to which he and other like-minded 
ministers were so thoroughly committed.280 However, this movement toward change was 
halted abruptly by the political turmoils of 1659. Baxter’s letter to Eliot reveals the 
palpable nature of his disappointment at this turn of events and the damage to his 
program of ‘laborious holiness’ via the mechanism of ministerial associations: ‘And this 
course was just set up, and beginning to spread all over England (8 or 9 Counties had 
begun by agreement to attempt it) at 1659 when confusion buryed all, etc.’281 Later in his 
autobiography he would lament for what might have been; that ‘had it not been for the 
Faction of the Prelatists on one side ... and the Factions of the giddy and turbulent 
Sectaries on the other side ... together with some laziness and selfishness in many of the 
Ministry ... England had been like in a quarter of an Age to have become a Land of 
Saints, and a Pattern of Holiness to all the World, and the unmatchable Paradise of the 
Earth.’282 In the period of the Restoration, Baxter maintained his convictions as to the 
nature of faithful pastoral ministry and continued to press for a united Protestant church. 
But the social and ecclesiastical landscape had shifted to such an extent that that 
possibility seemed elusive. Only in the latter few years of his life, following the Glorious
280 For an extended and persuasive discussion of Baxter’s desires and hopes for holy reformation of the 
nation, see William Lamont, ‘Introduction’ to Baxter, HC, Lamont, Millenium, chap. 3.
281 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 768, <January 1669> (Letters, iv. 6), 70.
282 Baxter, Reliquiae, I, 97. Cf. the similar sentiment expressed by Baxter in 1653: ‘We have looked for 
wonders from Scotland, and what is come of it? We looked that war should even have satisfied our desires; 
and when it had removed all visible impediments, we thought we should have had such a glorious 
reformation as the world never knew! And now behold a Babel, and a mangled deformation! What high 
expectations had we from an assembly! what expectations from a parliament! and where are they now?’
See ‘To the Poor in Spirit’, RMPC, PW2, 885.
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Revolution, did he regain some sense of optimism like that he had held during the time of 
the Richard Cromwell Protectorate, as once again he foresaw the possibility of a 
Protestant magistrate and effective clerical discipline producing widespread change in 
national religious sentiment.283
It appears, therefore, that genuine steps toward spiritual renewal in keeping with 
Puritan ideals did occur in response to Baxter’s work in Kidderminster and similar 
ministries in other locations; how much of this success can be attributed to the practice of 
meditation? It is impossible to offer a definitive answer to this question, but there are 
intimations that meditation did play a role. The evidence adduced earlier in this study 
suggests that the practice of meditation was a key element within Baxter’s pastoral 
strategy. It was one of a number of duties that he believed was requisite for spiritual 
development, and it is likely that he would have promoted the practice in his catechetical 
and disciplinary ministry amongst the families and individuals under his charge. 
Meditation alone cannot be credited with whatever positive gains that ensued; other 
aspects of the broader pastoral strategy of Baxter and his Puritan colleagues also would 
have made a contribution. But neither should the practice be dismissed as irrelevant in the 
construction of holy selves and a holy society. Indeed, some of the testimony considered 
in the earlier sections of this chapter attests to the impact that the heavenly meditation 
championed within The Saints’ Everlasting Rest had upon communal life. For instance, 
Peter Ince speaks of ‘the rowsinge men up to an active and busy religiousnesse’ and 
Henry Bartlett of ‘how much good’ the book had done ‘in these parts’ in revitalising
283 Lamont, ‘Introduction’, xxi, in Baxter, HC.
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spiritual experience.284 In sum, it would appear that meditation was a component within 
Baxter’s program to bring further reformation to England and achieved limited, but 
noteworthy, success at various times in certain contexts.
Conclusion
Richard Baxter’s approach to meditation made a significant contribution to devotional 
and intellectual life in seventeenth-century England and in wider geographical and 
chronological contexts. His seminal work of heavenly meditation, The Saints’ Everlasting 
Rest, exerted an impact upon the behaviour and thinking of numerous lay folk, providing 
them with spiritual nourishment and spurring them to greater degrees of godly living. 
These personal benefits extended to some involved in pastoral work. In addition, a 
number of these men entrusted with the cure of souls found that other features of Baxter’s 
perspective on practical divinity also shaped their own approach to ministry. The pastor’s 
role was to call, feed and protect the sheep entrusted to their care, so that those 
individuals might progress through a spiritually treacherous life and finally arrive safely 
at their celestial destination; Baxter had a strategy to achieve that end and others were 
prepared to imitate it. Furthermore, Baxter’s meditative technique continued to feed the 
approach and emphases present in the tradition of meditation that had been associated 
with English practical divinity for many decades. Especially significant was his concern 
for the Christian life to subsist in the atmosphere of eternal concerns, and his 
dissemination of such heavenly themes was endorsed and further promulgated by other
:K4 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 181; iv. 78. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, Letter no. 103, 88, and Letter 
n o .105,89.
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authors. There is evidence that this range of effects was present not only during Baxter’s 
lifetime, but continued in religious movements such as the Evangelical revival, and that 
some of these effects persist to the present day. In similar positive vein, meditation 
appears to have played a role in the promotion of holy living in at least some 
communities within seventeenth-century England. Overall, therefore, it appears that 
Baxter’s approach to meditation was particularly well-received by those that shared his 
outlook on the nature of the Christian life, with its emphases upon the affections and holy 
practice, and that that reception transcended the lay/clergy divide and the barriers of 
social class.
Yet the reception of Baxterian meditation was not entirely positive, and, as the 
next chapter will demonstrate, his devotional system accentuated some of the tendencies 
inherent within Puritanism in such a way that some of those who sought to fulfil his 
instructions in the practice of meditation found themselves spiritually demoralised rather 
than uplifted.
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Chapter Five
The Reception of Baxter’s Meditative Agenda: Difficulties 
Arising from his Approach and their Significance for 
Understanding English Practical Divinity
Richard Baxter’s approach to meditation transformed lives and, at times, even 
communities. The previous chapter has provided testimony to these effects and to the 
fulfilment of Baxter’s desire that this practice would enliven spiritual fervour and 
devotion to God. However, not all warmly embraced his meditative agenda. There is 
evidence that for some people, the duty of meditation proved too onerous and induced 
feelings of guilt and inadequacy. Some pastors, attuned to these kinds of responses, were 
prepared to challenge the rigour of Baxter’s approach. This perception about the burden 
of Baxter’s requirements provides another category of evidence by which to assess the 
reception of his views on meditation.
This chapter will investigate the negative responses to Baxter’s meditative 
technique within the wider context of English practical divinity. This form of piety, 
especially that espoused by the Puritans, was often subject to the criticism that it 
burdened rather than liberated the conscience. The chapter will demonstrate that these 
tendencies were amplified within Baxter’s thought, and that his perspective on Christian 
responsibilities, including the duty to meditate, bore a significant psychological and 
spiritual cost to some who were subject to his influence.
The demands of English practical divinity
The species of protestant religiosity known as English practical divinity emphasised the 
experiential outworking of inward faith —what one believed should shape one’s desires 
and conduct. It was a tradition that its exponents believed was thoroughly grounded in the 
soteriology of the Protestant Reformation —it acknowledged a monergistic view of 
salvation that depended upon God’s grace alone. However, an important human 
component was stressed. In thankful response to the kindness of God, and propelled by 
the power of God’s own Spirit working within the soul, believers would manifest a form 
of piety that befitted those who had been adopted into the divine family, and that would 
distinguish them from the unregenerate. They would have a warm-hearted and 
affectionate response to God and his ways, including obedience to his law, and by 
vigorous moral effort they would progress in the life of grace. A range of devotional 
practices and duties were the mechanisms to stimulate and enhance this way of life, 
including bible reading and meditation, prayer, self-examination, and meeting with other 
believers to hear sermons and for spiritual conference.1 The end result would be lives of 
disciplined godliness that would promote the broader Puritan agenda of further 
reformation of ecclesiological and national life. For Puritans, this concern for personal 
and communal amendment were not merely applications of theological principles, but
1 Hambrick-Stowe, Practice, Charles E. Hambrick-Stowe, "Practical Divinity and Spirituality," in The 
Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, ed. John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008).
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were ‘at the heart of the theological enterprise’ itself.2 The Puritans held, therefore, that 
there was an indissoluble link between grace and duty in the life of piety.3
The importance of the believer’s earnest involvement in the pursuit of godly 
living was stressed frequently within Puritan writings. One of the patriarchs of this 
approach to practical divinity, ‘the Learned Doctor’ William Ames, claimed: ‘Our 
observance is not the chief or meritorious cause of eternal life ... Yet our obedience is in 
a certain way the ministering, helping, or furthering cause of possessing this life (the right 
to which we have already been given), and in this sense it is called the way by which we 
walk to heaven.’4 George Gifford preached to his Essex parishioners that anyone who 
possesses a lively faith ‘is desirous to know what the promises of God are which he is to 
beleeve and what the way is in which hee must walk to performe the duties of a Christian 
life: for the true faith worketh by charitie ... and cannot be without good works.’5 
Richard Rogers expressed similar sentiments on the need for diligent attention to the 
responsibilities of Christian living.6 When the clergyman William Bates wrote to Baxter 
in 1660, he attributed ‘our troubles’ to ‘the breaking out of the way of duty’: ‘religion 
hath received the deepest wound by her friends; soe few religious men are really moral.’7
2 Hambrick-Stowe, "Practical Divinity," 192. See also Charles L. Cohen, "The Saints Zealous in Love and 
Labor: The Puritan Psychology of Work," Harvard Theological Review 76, (1983), 455-80.
3 Cf. McGrath, "Grace and Duty."; Williams, "Puritan Quest", 69-70; Yuille, Puritan Spirituality, 186-8.
4 William Ames, The Marrow o f Theology, trans. John Dykstra Eusden (Durham, North Carolina: The 
Labyrinth Press, reprint 1983), 223.
5 George Gifford, Certaine Sermons, Upon Divers Textes of Holie Scripture (London, 1597), 51-2. Cited 
from Como, Blown by the Spirit, 125.
6 Rogers, Garden, n.p: ‘the beleeuer being thus sanctified and changed, must giue all diligence to keepe his 
Heart in that estate afterward, & endeauour to practise the godly life in his particular actions; that is, denie 
all vngodlynesse in his behauiour, and worldly lustes in his heart: and contrarily liue soberly himselfe, in 
moderating his affections in all lawfully lyberties, righteously towardes men, in giuing euery one their due; 
and holily towards GOD, in worshipping and seruing him onely. In which thinges standeth our true 
repentance.’
7 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 638, 30 March <1660> (Letters, iv. 155), 429.
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To the Puritan mind, therefore, steadfast obedience to divinely ordained directions could 
never be a matter of indifference.
Following the restoration of monarchical government in 1660, the heirs of the 
Puritans, that is, the Nonconformists or Dissenters, continued this approach to piety. 
Thomas Gouge exhorted young men ‘that they content not themselves with any Measure 
or Degree of Grace, but labour and strive after Perfection’, and not ‘to be only believing, 
but be doing Christians.’8 Thomas Manton was of the same mind, suggesting that ‘When 
you cease to grow in holiness you cease to go any farther in salvation.’9
It was not necessarily, however, a way of living that the faithful found 
straightforward. The Puritan call to regular self-examination promoted an 
introspectiveness that was potentially dangerous to those of tender conscience; it was 
often much easier to detect inadequacies than to be encouraged by small steps of 
progress, and thus the characteristic feature of the believer’s experience might be an 
oppressive sense of failure. Moreover, while these self-judgments were intended to be a 
means to assurance, believers were never meant to become so positive in their 
assessments that they slipped into a state of complacency. As McGiffert states, ‘ li |t 
became the great problem of Puritan piety to maintain anxiety while simultaneously 
converting it into assurance.’10 Such tendencies could be amplified by the Puritan 
appropriation of the Calvinist doctrines of predestination and election. Later formulations
K Thomas Gouge, The Works of the Late Reverend Mr. Tho. Gouge (London, 1706), 375,405.
4 Thomas Manton, The Complete Works of Thomas Manton (London: James Nisbet, 1870-1), 57ff. Cited 
from Keeble, Literary Culture, 271.
10 Michael McGiffert, ed. God's Plot: Puritan Spirituality in Thomas Shepard's Cambridge, rev. and 
expanded ed. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1972, 1994), 19; note the extended discussion 
in 16-25. Cf. Webster’s discussion about the role of Puritan diaries as a means of avoiding the Scylla of 
despair and the Charybdis of complacency in approaching the Christian life, Tom Webster, "Writing to 
Redundancy: Approaches to Spiritual Journals and Early Modern Spirituality," The Historical Journal 39, 
(1996), 33-56, esp. 52-6.
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of Calvin’s ideas, by writers such as William Perkins, only served to heighten anxiety as 
the signs that distinguished the elect from the reprobate were placed before the saints for 
their careful consideration.11 How could lay folk be sure that they were of the elect? By 
searching their hearts for the signs of grace. Thus the form of Christian living that had 
been constructed demanded careful self-assessment, and the possibilities for self­
recrimination following such deliberation are apparent.
The assiduousness of this particular construction of piety and the consequences
thereof have been subject to recent scholarly enquiry. John Stackniewski contends ‘that
Calvinism and Puritanism were conducive to despair and that this was both a widely
recognized and widespread phenomenon in England at least from the late sixteenth-
century.’12 He adduces evidence to support this claim from six sources: the fact that
despair is a frequent theme in the writings of Puritan Divines; firsthand accounts of
religious despair found in diaries and autobiographies; references to despair in non-
Puritan sources; attacks and counter-attacks concerning this matter between Protestants
and Catholics; direct assaults upon Puritan theology, for producing despair, even from
within its own ranks; and data that can be derived from literary texts.13 Perhaps this
satirical attack upon Puritans in poetic form from Bishop Richard Corbett encapsulates
the essence of Stackniewski’s thesis:
I have bin in dispaire 
Five times a yeare,
And cur’d by reading Greenham ...
I observ’d in Perkins Tables 
The black Lines of Damnation:
Those crooked veines 
Soe stuck in my braines,
11 Stachnievvski, Persecutory Imagination, 26.
12 Ibid., 27.
13 Ibid. The bulk of this evidence is considered in 27-61.
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That I fear’d my Reprobation.14
David Como highlights what he believes to be a number of tensions within 
English Puritan practical divinity. The first concerns the relationship between faith and 
doubt. Within the theological schema of these divines, assurance was inherently linked to 
faith, since faith focused outside oneself upon the work of Christ. And yet this same 
scheme frequently discoursed upon the doubts of the believer—‘if faith was fully 
assuring, how could a believer experience doubts?’15 Second, Como perceives a tension 
between faith and works: ‘despite their obsessive insistence on free grace and 
justification by grace alone ... Puritan ministers had set up a system in which human 
labor, diligence, and effort were absolutely essential to the life of piety.’16 Third, the 
Puritan understanding of the law carried an internal flaw—for all the rhetoric affirming 
the Scriptural basis for ethical behaviour, these divines ‘had constructed an enormous 
machine for moral regulation, which was based only marginally and inferentially upon 
the bible.’17 Thus for Como, the intellectual and practical apparatus of Puritanism carried 
abundant possibilities for evoking feelings of inadequacy.
Theodore Bozeman considers similar subject matter in even more detail. The 
Puritan approach produced ‘moral canons’ that ‘were severe and, in a sense, unearthly’; 
‘they constructed Christianity as a disciplinary system both severe and punctilious.’ Their 
method was ‘the most intensive and largest-scale ascetic project in early modern 
Protestantism,’ and ‘|r|unning through all was a penchant for excess, for straining the
14 ‘The Distracted Puritane’, J. A. W. Bennett and H. R. Trevor-Roper, eds., Poems (Oxford: 1955), 58. 
Cited from Stachniewski, Persecutory Imagination, 224.
15 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 120.
16 Ibid., 125.
17 Ibid., 129.
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limits of human capacity and endurance ... [w|anting in sane regard for human frailty’.18 
Bozeman names ‘this zest for regulation that goes to an extremity ... the precisianist 
strain’, and then articulates what he perceives to be the origins, contexts, historical 
development and features of this expression of Christian faith.19 He believes that the most 
identifiable characteristic of Puritan spirituality was its introspective focus and that it was 
the first manifestation of the movement that came to be known as ‘pietism.’20 While these 
emphases did not inevitably result in debilitation to souls, on the most part they bore a 
cost, and he provides examples of the nature of the burdens that afflicted both clergy and 
lay believers.21 Stachniewski, Como and Bozeman, therefore, all press in the same 
direction: they argue that embedded within the design of Puritan practical divinity with 
its intense focus upon sanctification lay some harmful psychological and spiritual 
consequences.
It was these kinds of issues that were seized upon in the antinomian critique of the 
Puritan program. The pastors and writers that earned the title ‘antinomian’ sensed that 
Puritan practical divinity had shifted from its solifidian roots; the accent upon duties and 
godly behaviour carried a nascent legalism and the true freedom of conscience that 
should characterise a message of grace was being lost. These antinomian ministers sought 
to re-appropriate what they understood to be authentic protestant faith. In so doing they 
often adopted their own theological idiosyncrasies, departing from the consensus of 
Reformed orthodoxy in areas such as the relevance of the law for Christian living, the 
means by which the Spirit worked in the believer, and level of sanctification that was
IS Bozeman, Precisianist Strain, 3-4. See also Bozeman, "Glory," 638-54.
19 Bozeman, Precisianist Strain, 5.
20 Ibid., 65ff.
21 See Ibid., chap. 9.
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attainable in this life.22 The key point for this study, however, is the fact that pastors and 
writers from within Protestant ranks were willing to accuse Puritans of departing from the 
essentials of the reform movement to which allegedly they both belonged.
All in all, it is apparent that the emphases of Puritan practical divinity did not 
always tend towards settled and peaceful consciences. What, then, of the strain of piety 
that characterised Richard Baxter? His profound concern for holiness of life within the 
Christian community was noted in chapter two. Some evidence that he provided strong 
exhortations for believers to make progress in their spiritual development will now be 
considered, followed by a range of case studies that consider the impact of this upon 
those exposed to his pastoral advice and, in particular, his method of meditation.
Baxter’s zeal for progress in sanctification
There is strong evidence that Baxter’s perspective on godly living did not attenuate the 
general approach that characterised Puritan practical divinity. The same stress upon the 
disciplined use of the means of grace to grow in holiness is found within his writings. So 
too is the necessity for self-examination to make a sober estimate of one’s spiritual state 
and to guard against presumption. The discussion on Baxter’s understanding of 
justification and sanctification in chapter two, as well as the portrayal of his method of 
meditation and self-examination in chapter three, demonstrate the truth of these claims. 
According to Baxter, therefore, by means of divine grace, the norm for Christian 
experience was vigorous effort and spiritual progress.
22 Como, "Radical Puritanism," 249-50. The antinomian response to Puritan practical divinity is well 
described in Bozeman, Precisianist Strain; Como, Blown by the Spirit. See also Cooper, Fear and 
Polemic, 15-45.
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In the course of affirming these ideas concerning the necessity of Christian 
performance and the divine work that enables them, Baxter still had an eye upon the 
over-tender conscience; upon those who might ‘run as far into the contrary extreme.’23 
‘Take heed,’ he said, not to ‘trouble your own soul with needless scruples, about matters 
of doctrine, of duty, or of sin, or about your own condition.’24 According to Baxter, it was 
possible to push the disciplinary requirements of the Christian life too far by demanding 
adherence to regulations that smack more of human origin than divine. Baxter was 
attempting to guide troubled souls along a pathway that avoided both blatant 
licentiousness and crushing legalism; he was fully aware of the pastoral edge bonded to 
any theological system. Stachniewski suggests that Baxter was even critical of aspects of 
the theological position located within the wider genre of Puritan writings, recognising 
the propensity of some of this material to promote despair amongst its adherents.25 
Stachniewski’s analysis is rather misleading, however, for the evidence he adduces 
relates to those suffering from melancholy, and it this illness rather than Puritan theology 
that evoked the doubts and suicidal tendencies that are discussed by Baxter in the texts 
cited by Stachniewski. It is reasonable to claim that Baxter had some sensitivity to those 
who struggled to fulfil the perceived requirements of authentic Christian living.
23 Baxter, RMPC, PW2, 942.
24 Ibid. It is interesting to note a criticism from the clergyman Edmund Elys, that Baxter was at times not 
rigorous enough in what he asked of his readers. In 1658 Elys wrote to Baxter and expressed his great 
appreciation for his practical writings (see Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 435 (Letters, iv. 144), 294.) 
However, his tone had altered significantly in 1690: ‘In your Book Of the Life of Mrs Margaret you have 
these words: “He that should meditate, read, ye<a> so intensely as to Distract him, would do it Overmuch. 
Here <you> suppose that a man may love God so Intensely, as thereby <to> make himselfe Mad. What 
Ugly Conceits have you of the BEAIJTIE of Angels, & Immortal Souls! ... Can a man be Overmuch 
Inclin’d (so as to grow Mad ... by such an Inclination) to Do what God has Command<ed> to Doe’, 
Baxter, "Letters," i. 119. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 1214, 308.
25 Stachniewski, Persecutory Imagination, 55ff.
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Nonetheless, it is these requirements that sound forth as a strong and dominant 
motif in a number of Baxter’s writings and in his pastoral dealings with individuals as 
they find expression in his correspondence.26 The justification of the believer was 
conditional upon performance: ‘we are Justified by none but a Practical or working 
F aith '21 ‘Grace is not true,’ he wrote, ‘if there be not a desire after more; yea, if you 
desire not perfection itself. ’28 Such longing for spiritual improvement should be a subject 
for prayer: ‘God would have us to be still better, and to have more, it is made our duty 
still to ask more, and still to press higher, and labour to do better. ’29 For Baxter, the sign 
of genuineness was not so much the degree of godliness attained but the willingness to 
struggle to get there.30 Yet caution was always necessary: even when pursuing the life of 
faith with diligence and zeal, there was always the risk of deceiving oneself, for ‘not 
every striving for a victory, nor every desire of grace ... be true grace itself. ’31 The 
overall impression, therefore, is that hard work is required if the Christian life is to be 
faithfully executed, and vigilance is necessary to protect against self-deception.
Hence Baxter’s position on the nature of authentic Christian experience carried a 
strong sense of demand and responsibility on the part of the practitioner. He held that 
there was no good reason for any quietism or passive receptiveness to the Spirit’s 
promptings; rather, the believer must press on with earnest and tireless discipline and it 
was in so doing that divine empowerment became a reality. While at times Baxter would
26 Some of these pastoral interactions with individuals will be discussed in detail below.
27 Richard Baxter, ‘To the Reader’, in Allen, Two Covenants, n.p. See also Baxter, LF, PW 3,675.
28 Baxter, DWDC, PW 2,988.
29 Baxter, LF, PW3,609.
30 For example, Baxter, CD, PW1,8: ‘Your practice now will show, whether it be through want of will or 
skill, if henceforth you unfaithfully neglect your duty. If you are willing, obey now what is plainly taught 
you, and show by your diligence that you are willing.’ See Keeble, Richard Baxter, 70-1. Note also Keeble, 
Literary Culture, 271.
31 Baxter, LF, PW3,643.
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acknowledge that the pathway of discipleship was not intended to crush the human spirit, 
his message more often accentuated the requirements of grace than the consolations of 
grace. If, at times, it all seemed too onerous, Baxter would have his readers remember 
that he is not to blame—the duties are given by God, and should be counted as 
blessings!32 How, then, did this emphasis manifest itself in relation to Baxter’s approach 
to meditation?
A critique from within Puritan ranks—Baxter’s controversy with Giles Firmin
A negative appraisal of certain features of Puritan practical divinity did not issue only 
from antinomians, and in 1670 a participant in the community of the godly inveighed in 
print against some of his fellow-pastors. Giles Firmin practiced medicine before entering 
the ministry, eventually becoming Vicar of Shalford, Essex, until his ejection in 1662.33 
What troubled Firmin was the scrupulosity of much Puritan advice. He had heard the 
derogatory remarks directed at the approach of the godly, that ‘when once men begin to 
be Puritans, they must loose all their mirth and chearfulness; now nothing but 
mopishness, sadness, and sowr faces’.34 Firmin’s particular problem was the contention in 
some Puritan circles that steps of preparation were necessary before true conversion 
could take place. He believed that ‘some eminent Divines’ were placing a stumbling 
block before the genuinely repentant, resulting in ‘much trouble of spirits to loaden and
32 Baxter, CD, PW1,8: ‘And if the reader should be discouraged at the number of duties and directions set 
before him, I entreat him to consider, 1. That it is God, and not I, that imposeth all these duties on you: and 
who will question his wisdom, goodness, or power to make laws for us and all the world? 2. That every 
duty and direction is a mercy to you; and therefore should not be a matter of grief to you, but of thanks.’
33 For Firmin, see N. H. Keeble, "Firmin, Giles (1613/14-1697)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004).
34 Firmin, The Real Christian, 56.
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afflicted Souls. ’35 In his published response to this issue, a treatise entitled The Real 
Christian, he set forth an alternative model of the process of conversion that was not self- 
absorbed and was less insistent upon the performance of specific duties. In so doing, he 
did not follow the devices of the antinomians, but adopted a position that remained 
consistent with the general principles of Puritan piety. Like other Puritans he believed the 
antinomians were mistaken. Firmin was prepared to critically assess the thought of a 
leading proponent of the antinomian cause, John Saltmarsh, who had insisted that it was 
unnecessary to preach the law. Firmin, on the other hand, affirmed the role of the law in 
the structures of authentic Christian ministry and claimed that Saltmarsh’s position was 
‘very irrational and immethodical. ’36 Firmin’s view, therefore, was not that the essential 
theological structures of the Puritan tradition were wanting. Rather, at some points the 
application had become so precise that the pastoral outcomes were resulting in more 
harm than good.37 Those divines chiefly under his purview were Thomas Hooker,
Thomas Shepherd, Daniel Rogers, John Rogers, and William Perkins.38 At the close of 
his treatise, however, Baxter’s advice on how to meditate in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest 
was also subjected to censure.39
It would be fair to say that the ensuing dispute between Firmin and Baxter was 
not vitriolic, although there was a cooling of relations as each of them made their
35 Ibid., 'Introduction', n.p. The question of ‘preparation’ had played upon Firmin’s mind for some time; he 
raised the matter in a postscript in a letter to Baxter in 1654. See Baxter, "Letters," iv. 284. See also Keeble 
and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 192, 150, and the discussion of Firmin’s concerns in Pettit, Heart Prepared, 
183-90.
36 Firmin, The Real Christian, 52.
37 Cf. the comment from Peter Ince in a letter to Baxter fifteen years before The Real Christian was 
published: ‘I perceive Mr. <Giles> ffirmin yields to a moderate way, middlinge it betwixt the rigor of some 
& the unreasonable latitude of other part.' Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 221 (Letters, iv. 45), 165.
38These authors are named in the Preface, ‘To the Reader’, and at various other points throughout the 
treatise.
39 The remarks concerning Baxter are found in 308-27.
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disagreements public. In earlier days there was evidence of some warmth between them. 
Baxter favourably mentioned Firmin’s book, A Serious Question Stated, in a letter to 
Thomas Hill in March 1652 and in his own Rich. Baxters Apology, published in 1654.40 
The printed remarks encouraged Firmin to write to Baxter and offer his own encomium 
for Baxter’s ‘learned & godly workes.’ Somewhat anticipatory of later events, however, 
The Saints’ Everlasting Rest attracted the comment that ‘in Meditation, you nip me, but 
the booke I imbrace.’41 The two corresponded further on a few occasions. There was 
another premonitory and even ironic request from Firmin to Baxter in 1660: ‘I intreate 
you ... to satisfie my scrupulous minde about formes of prayer,’ and it was biblical 
warrant that Firmin sought as he attempted to form clear convictions about liturgical 
matters before a Restoration religious settlement was enacted.42 Even in the midst of their 
disagreement, Baxter wrote to Firmin that ‘You & I are both devoted to promote God’s 
truth & holynesse’, and described him as ‘a man more sound in judgment than most 
Divines of the age you live in.’43 This was, therefore, a difference of opinion between 
men who shared common ideals and agendas, and thus provides an insider’s perspective 
on the workings of Puritan practical divinity.
The point at issue for Firmin was the preciseness and intensity with which 
meditation must be exercised. While Baxter was not explicitly named by Firmin in the 
relevant section of The Real Christian, it is evident that it is his injunctions to heavenly
40 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 81 ,8  March <1652> (Letters, iii. 272), 76. The details of this work 
are: Giles Firmin, A Serious Question Stated: Viz., Whether the Ministers of England Are Bound by the 
Word o f God to Baptize the Children of All Such Parents Which Say They Believe in Jesus Christ, but 
Refuse to Submit to Church Discipline ... The Negative Is Defended (London, 1651). In Baxter, RBA, 107, 
Baxter wrote concerning the above that ‘in that Book I see so much Candor, Ingenuitie, Moderation, Love 
& Peace, and some convenient terms for Peace discovered’. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 
192, headnote,49.
41 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 284. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 192,49-50.
42 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 206. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 660,9-10.
43 Baxter, "Letters," iii. 280. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 852, 119-20.
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meditation in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest that are under consideration.44 Firmin 
conceded that meditation was a Christian duty, necessary for the good ordering of 
‘conversation’, for appropriate self-examination and to gain the most benefit from 
hearing sermons and reading spiritual literature.45 Yet there were two matters that caused 
him concern. The first was the biblical warrant for the specific directions laid down by 
Baxter: must one meditate for at least half an hour each day, without any intermingling 
with other thoughts? Must ‘the Joyes of Heaven be the subject of such contemplation? 46 
Firmin wrote, ‘put such Texts of Scripture to prove the duty you urge to, and that for the 
performance of it in such a manner as you urge ... / deny not but the things are very good 
... but are they absolutely necessary, that if a Christian reach them not, he is not a good 
Christian? ’47 The second matter pertained to those who were subjected to such advice. 
Firmin believed that Baxter’s treatise betrayed a lack of pastoral sensitivity to the 
vagaries of the human condition; that what might be good advice for someone of spiritual 
maturity might be a crushing imposition upon those of weaker temperament or those 
struggling with temptations. As Firmin put it, ‘it may be easie for such men to write 
systems of practical Divinity ... and because they can reach them, think others must 
too. ’48 Firmin believed these two matters were related: if duties that require strenuous 
effort were to be demanded of ordinary believers, and if it ‘passeth for currant ... that it is
44 The substance of Firmin’s discussion, especially the remarks concerning meditating upon heaven, bear 
this out. Note also Baxter’s comment in Baxter, Reliquiae, 111, 102: ‘Mr. Giles Firmin, a Silenced Minister, 
writing some-what against my Method and Motions for Heavenly Meditation in my Saint’s Rest, as too 
strict . . . ’. Cf. Reliquiae, III, 74. Stachniewski, Persecutory Imagination, 57ff. makes reference to Firmin’s 
critique of Baxter, but does not identify meditation as the key issue of concern.
45 Firmin, The Real Christian, 314.
46 Ibid., 315-20.
47 Ibid., 312.
48 Ibid., 309; cf. 325 Firmin comments upon temperament and other issues pertaining to an individual’s 
ability to perform this duty according to Baxter’s regime in 309-11,315-24.
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all the Command of God,’ the potential for guilt and self-retribution was pronounced.49 
Thus the implication was clear—in his zeal to promote godliness Baxter had not 
sufficiently considered the pastoral consequences of his method of meditation.
Baxter’s response in The Duty of Heavenly Meditation did admit some ground to 
the challenge, although he indicated that Firmin had misinterpreted him at various points. 
Baxter insisted that, like Firmin, he wanted to protect those who were weak and 
vulnerable in faith and eschewed any ‘over-doing in doctrines of piety’, and he 
commended Firmin for this emphasis in The Real Christianr50 He had always, he claimed, 
taken these individual differences into account and advocated meditative practice in 
accord with one’s ability to perform it.51 Of interest was his response to the call for 
justification from Scripture. Baxter argued a case from 1 Corinthians 14:26-40, claiming 
that the apostle’s command to ‘let all things be done for edification ... and in order’ 
implies the use of a method. The particularities of his approach were no more than just 
such a method, one that accorded with the true nature of things.52 Baxter made much of 
the Law of Nature —it is God’s law and therefore Bible verses need not be quoted when 
truths were simply self-evident for those who would apply their reasoning faculties.53 Of 
further significance were Baxter’s comments on the extent to which heavenly meditation 
was a duty. He would not say that to ignore the practice was to put one’s salvation at risk. 
But neither would he demur from stating that it was a sin not to meditate according to 
ability and opportunity.^
49 Ibid., 308.
50 Baxter, DHM, 2.
51 Ibid., 5.
52 Ibid., 11-3.
53 See Ibid., 12-4, 17, 19.
54 Ibid., 8-10, 12,28-9.
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The next exchange between the two pastors took place by letter during September 
1671. Firmin knew that many expected him to respond to Baxter’s short treatise, but after 
Thomas Manton surveyed his rejoinder and noted its ‘sharpnesse’, he ‘took another 
course’ and wrote directly to Baxter. He raised a number of specific matters in relation to 
The Duty of Heavenly Meditation, much of which quibbled over matters of detail rather 
than engaging with substantive issues, although the perception of the burdensome nature 
of Baxter’s directions surfaced once again. There was still disquiet that Baxter should 
‘make Rules for other poore Christians, what they might doe daily’. Firmin also was 
concerned for the damage to his own reputation, notably a report that he ‘did labour to 
beate downe the strictness of pietie’. Firmin avowed that he had no desire to diminish 
godliness, and he lamented the fact that his name has been tarred by appearing in the title 
page of Baxter’s piece.55
Baxter’s prompt reply denied that any personal offence was intended. ‘I thought I 
had not wronged you nor censured you,’ he wrote, ‘... I thought I had spoken though 
plainly, yet truly & respectfully, without any personali sharpe reflections.’ Something of 
Baxter’s personality was on display here; he was easily affronted by others but when 
drawn into this disagreement he ‘but necessarily defended the truth against your 
unnecessary assault.’ There is, however, accuracy in Baxter’s claim. He was interested in 
more than gaining the advantage in an intellectual tussle. As he stated in the letter, ‘truth 
it selfe is sufficient satisfaction to him that knoweth it’. The closing of the 
correspondence made the same point: ‘The Lord direct us that we may do nothing against 
the truth but for it.’ Any form of piety lacking in adequate theological foundations was
55 Baxter, "Letters," v. 152. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 850, 119.
339
anathema to Baxter and more was at stake than his own standing in this debate. Baxter, 
however, remained convinced of his position: ‘I am confident that my conceptions are 
righter than yours in this busynesse’. Nonetheless, in God’s providence the riposte from 
Firmin had brought him an unexpected personal benefit. ‘I think God hath permitted 
you,’ he wrote, ‘to call me to review this duty of meditation, to call me to repent of my 
omissions of it.’ Baxter also reaffirmed that he believed his prescriptions stood even if 
proof-texts were not available: ‘The nature of the Matter is to be considered as well as the 
words of Scripture.’56 In essence, Baxter was not prepared to retract the specifics of his 
approach to meditation.
The difference of opinion was not yet resolved, and despite Baxter’s request to 
Firmin that ‘you not ... write against me,’ in 1672 Firmin published again.57 The title was 
somewhat mischievous, describing his analysis of Baxter’s work as ‘meditations’.58 
Moreover, the long title included the statement, ‘published for the satisfaction of many 
sincere Christians, troubled at their inability to perform that Duty as the said Author (and 
some others with him) have described it and charged it.’ Clearly, for Firmin, The Duty of 
Heavenly Meditation and Baxter’s letter were inadequate in their apology and Baxter’s 
ideas would continue to be pastorally treacherous. This was precisely why he was driven 
once more into print, being
enduced ... from the consideration of the great complaints I have heard Christians make against
themselves about this duty of Meditation ... If God requireth that Duty of us, said some, as Mr.
Baxter doth, we must not go to Heaven.59
56 Baxter, "Letters," iii. 280. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar II, No. 852, 119-20.
57 Baxter, "Letters," iii. 280.
58 Note the title: Meditations upon Mr Baxter’s Review of His Treatise of the Duty of Heavenly Meditation 
in Answer to the Exceptions of Giles Firmin, Against some things in that Treatise concerning Meditation.
59 Firmin, Meditations, 3.
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This treatise was a more systematic response to the issues, enquiring into the subject, 
object, time and method of meditation, as well as considering intermixed thoughts in 
meditation.60 Firmin said of Baxter’s work that the argument was grounded in ‘reason’ 
and were still essentially ‘destitute’ of Scripture.61 He also disputed the claim that heaven 
was the grand object of meditation—the key biblical text was Psalm 1:2 and that verse 
affirmed that ‘the whole word of God' should be subject to reflection. Other topics were, 
if not more worthy, at least as worthy to be meditated upon.62 Like Baxter, Firmin agreed 
that ‘heavenly-mindedness’ was a vital component of the Christian life. It was just that 
this quality could be acquired by other means and was not dependent upon daily 
contemplation of the celestial joys.6’ Baxter decided not to prolong the interaction and 
made no published response Firmin’s Meditations.64
This controversy highlights two matters of some significance. The first concerns 
the role of Scripture in theological argument amongst Protestants. Leaving aside the more 
radical Protestant wing that effectively marginalised the role of Scripture with its 
emphasis on authority through direct inspiration by the Spirit, the dispute shows that 
other differences of opinion also existed. Baxter was prepared to take a biblical text and 
build a conclusion from it by way of logical deduction. Firmin maintained that this did 
not equate to being biblical. Firmin himself was not advocating a simplistic proof-texting, 
whereby the number of verses that could be mustered in support confirmed an argument. 
Yet the warrant for a position to be judged as Scriptural required more than syllogistic
60 Ibid., 6.
61 Ibid., 7.
62 Ibid., 8-9.
63 Ibid., 9.
64 Cf. Baxter, Reliquiae, III, 103: ‘... and I having Answered him, he wrote a weak Reply, which I thought 
not worthy of a Rejoinder.’
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reasoning, which is why Firmin accused Baxter o f ‘sophistry’.65 The Puritan tradition had 
been adept at appropriating principles of logic and the concept of the Law of Nature, 
while still holding firm to the notion of the authority of the Bible. Firmin’s arguments 
indicate that he perceived a tension in this position, at least in Baxter’s case, and that the 
matters that writers and pastors affirmed as being binding upon the Christian conscience 
could overreach the more modest directions preserved in Scripture.
This relates to the second point of note, a matter already raised in this chapter, 
that is, the way that duties functioned within the structure of Puritan practical divinity. 
The disagreement between these two pastors demonstrates something of the precipice 
that Baxter and other Puritans walked as they sought to maintain both the primacy of the 
grace of God in salvation as well as the necessity of holy living. Ordinary Christian folk 
(those that Firmin had in mind) may well have borne the cost of this categorical melding 
of the place of divine grace and the consequent human response, as they struggled with 
weighty consciences and a sense of inadequacy. In this context, the attraction of 
antinomian teaching—with its stress upon the freedom of grace—was palpable to those 
who were genuinely seeking to honour God but stumbling over the strictures advanced by 
these Divines. Firmin was very clear about what he believed in these matters. Some 
believers of great spiritual aptitude might be able to fulfil these duties, but the 
requirements were too much for most. Hence his conclusion to his Meditations: ‘for my 
part I shall not press them with a multitude of Rules, which I know they cannot practise, 
nor shall I tell them how long they must be in Duties, but that they be serious, and labour 
to attain the end of all in Duties, for others to whom God hath given larger abilities and
65 Firmin, Meditations, 11, cf. 13 (mistakenly labelled page 31 in the edition consulted).
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grace, they have the more cause to bless the Lord, but let them not measure all by 
themselves.’66 These words from Firmin suggest that he had not succumbed to a notion of 
‘cheap grace’; sincere and conscientious effort was required of believers if they were to 
be faithful in their calling. Nonetheless, to his mind, Baxter’s approach to meditation was 
over-strict and perhaps contained a nascent element of legalism that needed to be 
exposed.
It would be wrong, however, to assume that Baxter’s forceful promotion of this 
duty in his published works betrayed a complete lack of pastoral sensitivity. His 
professed concern for ‘troubled tender Christians’ has already been noted, and when 
dealing with individuals, his awareness of issues such as those raised by Firmin was 
apparent.67 A number of these interactions will now be examined in some detail.
Baxter’s correspondence with Katherine Gell
A good example of Baxter’s ability to temper his demands in the practice of meditation if 
there are extenuating circumstances can be seen in his pastoral dealings with Katherine 
Gell. Gell {née Packer) was raised in a godly household, the daughter of a wealthy 
politician.66 She married John Gell, later second baronet, who was from a leading 
Derbyshire family sympathetic to Puritan concerns.69 Between the years 1655 and 1658 
she exchanged a series of letters with Baxter.
66 Ibid., 22.
67 Baxter, DHM, 2.
i,H William Lamont, "Gell |Nee Packer), Katherine {bap. 1624, d. 1671)," in ODMB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
69 Ibid.
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The correspondence began in July 1655 when Gell sought Baxter’s spiritual 
counsel. The reading of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest had left her with a stricken 
conscience, as she perceived her failure to fulfil certain Christian duties meant that she 
was ‘not in a state of grace’.70 In particular, Gell believed that she was failing to promote 
the spiritual welfare of her household. This was not due to lack of trying; ‘I have 
indeavoured it very much,’ she wrote. But her social anxiety had crippled her good 
intentions: ‘a naturall foolish bashfullness that attends me in all other matters hindering 
me much from doing or receiving good’. Part of her difficulty was a lack of clarity as to 
what the faithful execution of this duty would look like. In her observations of others she 
noted that ‘I can hardly instance in any that performe this duty as you stresse it’, but that 
is little comfort in the midst of her inner struggles.71 Gell’s concerns exemplify the 
difficulty with much ‘guidance literature’, a genre of which the Puritans were 
indefatigable contributors. As Brouwer has noted, this form of discourse often lacked the 
boundaries and markers that readily distinguish performance and non-performance of 
duties, leaving readers, especially those prone to self-criticism, in a quandary as to how 
well they were functioning in their spiritual life.72 Gell’s desires were not misdirected; 
she wanted ‘universall obedience, to have respect to all gods commands; to long after
7" In recent times there has been renewed interest in the study of the history of reading. A foundational 
piece, Lisa Jardine and Anthony Grafton, ""Studied for Action": How Gabriel Harvey Read His Livy," Past 
and Present 129, (1990), 30-78., argued that within early modern culture, reading was envisioned as a 
trigger for action. Such a response is apparent in many of those who read Baxter’s treatises —they were 
hoping his works would spur them to godliness—and the previous chapter provides ample evidence to this 
effect. What is of interest in the correspondence between Baxter and Gell (and Baxter and Mary Rogers, 
discussed below), is that there is evidence, not only of how a text was read, but the author’s rejoinder to the 
response of the reader to his text. For a recent overview of the scholarly literature pertaining to the history 
of reading, see Jajdelska, "Pepys in the History of Reading," The Historical Journal 50, (2007), 549-52.
71 Baxter, "Letters," v. 216, Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 256, 185-6. The first section of this letter is 
missing from the microfilmed correspondence, and some quotations are taken from the Calendar.
12 John F. Brouwer, "Richard Baxter's 'Christian Directory': Context and Content" (Ph.D, University of 
Cambridge, 2005), 44. Cf. Rivers, Reason, 15.
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more holines,’ but finding that her ‘naughty base heart hinders performance & is a clog in 
every duty,’ she was left wondering as to which side of eternal divide she sat. Other 
pastoral advice had not helped; Gell hoped that Baxter might be able to offer her some 
solace, while recognising that ‘it may be my portion to be in such troubles while I live’, 
troubles which ‘I never have bin free from’ for the past twelve years.73
Baxter promptly replied and offered his counsel, although he indicated that there 
were probably ‘many able ministers of Christ’ more familiar with her circumstances and 
therefore ‘fitter’ to provide her with spiritual guidance. His first comment was one of 
reassurance. The desires expressed in her letter, if true, bore witness to a genuine work of 
grace in her life: ‘Non but his owne can truly say of themselves what you say of your 
selfe here.’ Then he proceeded to elucidate his understanding of what it meant to fulfil 
Christian duties. He maintained that Gell’s assertion—that consistently failing in a known 
duty is evidence of gracelessness—was unsound. The faithful performance of a duty 
depended upon a number of factors, including actually having the knowledge that it is 
truly a duty, and arising from this, developing the conviction that it was a matter of real 
weight and significance in Christian living. Furthermore, there was a difference between 
never performing a duty and carrying it out ‘too seldome and sleightly.’ ‘For alas’, he 
wrote, ‘we all of us omit much more of our duty than we performe: In secret prayer at 
least as to the life of it, in holy meditation & holy edifying speeche, we doe not halfe soe 
much as we ought’. Engaging with Gell at this personal level, Baxter was quick to 
acknowledge human failing in the execution of religious responsibilities and to dampen 
concern that this was a ruinous problem. In Gell’s case, there was no evidence of ‘total
73 Baxter, "Letters," v. 216; Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 256, 185-6.
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omission’ with regard to the requisite duty and she need not ‘trouble’ herself about it. His 
advice was:
Hath god opened your eyes to see an incumbent duty which you saw not before? Up & be doing: 
resolve to set upon it, stand not questioning whether you have grace because you neglected it but 
presently use the grace you have in it & renew your resolutions in the strength of grace against 
such neglect.
Baxter did not say that discharging duties did not matter; clearly he wanted her earnestly
to devote herself to them. But the Devil had upset her worthy intentions and beleaguered
her with discouragement. She must fight his strategies, by persevering to the best of her
ability and not allowing her failings to overcome her:
Review your omissions & spare not soe far as to humble you, & quicken you the better to resist 
impediments, & to doe your duty; but not soe as to question your state, & the love of god to you 
or as to hinder you in the way of cheerful duty. ... Anything except sincere obedience the tempter 
will give way to ... See that you gratify him not either in your future negligence, or selfe 
vexations.
This is evidence of the dilemma induced by Puritan practical divinity. The advice 
sounded entirely reasonable. Yet a robust sense of self and a strong conscience is 
necessary to make this sort of self-judgment and to pursue this path of obedience in the 
face of perceived failure. For one beset with the uncertainties and tentativeness that 
plagued Cell, it presented as a challenging direction. Baxter then explained the good that 
might eventuate if she attended to the wellbeing of her household and provided 
suggestions of how best she might pursue this course of action. Such activity should 
bring her soul ‘to a delight in god’, and to the joy and cheerfulness that ought to 
characterise those pursuing a life of holiness.74 Despite the repeated encouragements and
74 Derbyshire Record Office, Matlock, Papers of the Gell family of Hopton, D3287/47/7, 28 July 1655, 
155-165. This letter and two others from Baxter (4 September 1655,31 July 1658) previously were 
believed not to be extant. These copies are in Katherine Gell’s handwriting. See Keith Condie, "Some 
Further Correspondence between Richard Baxter and Katherine Gell," The Historical Journal 53, (2010), 
165-76.
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reassurances, the accent in this letter falls upon Gell’s responsibility to work hard at her 
duties and to quash any negative thoughts that threaten her sense of spiritual security.
Gell wrote again a month later, thanking Baxter for his reply and a book he had 
sent, and seeking further assistance. Her ‘great feare’ was ‘self deceit’; that her heart, 
which ‘is soe deceitful’, might assure her she was in a state of grace when this was not in 
fact the case. She recounted the spiritual extremes that accompanied the death of her 
seventeen-week-old child the previous year. Despite the tragic circumstances, she was 
convinced of the hand of God in the matter and experienced joy and assurance and a 
confidence regarding the child’s spiritual status. But ‘3 day after I had as strong 
temptations to the contrary sugested thus that God had taken him away in anger throwne 
him into hell & I should shortly follow & soe into a sad condition I fell’. While her own 
sense of assurance had strengthened since those dark days, she remained ‘unsatisfied as 
to the salvation of that sweete child’ and asks Baxter ‘if you could give me any hopes by 
your thoughts’.75
Once again, Baxter’s response encouraged Gell to seek counsel from a pastor who
knew her personally. He reiterated that the tenor of her letters indicated that she was
indeed a recipient of ‘speciall grace’ and she should not ‘vilifye or deny’ God’s work
within her soul. He encouraged her to take to heart this truth concerning her spiritual
estate and to pursue with diligence the lifestyle of faithful Christian service:
I would earnestly advise you therefore for the time to come to delight your soule in the love that 
hath imbraced you & to presse on toward the marke where you have lifted up your hopes & to 
study the art of doing good & improving all your talents to the utmost in a cheerful! course of faith 
& obedience to waite for the desired end of your labours & patience.
75 Baxter, "Letters," v. 215. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 267, 190-1. In a letter from her 
husband, John Gell, penned 19 March 1658, the loss of this child is described as ‘that which was your great 
trouble’. See Derbyshire Record Office, Matlock, Gell family papers, D3287/60/14.
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Moreover, he urged contentment with the level of grace that God had bestowed upon her 
and ‘not to grudge at god if he give you noe more’. He did not proffer an opinion on the 
fate of her deceased child, noting that such a question was a point of controversy amongst 
‘ learned orthodox divines’, and she would be better served by seeking the judgment of 
another minister.76 In this letter, Baxter maintained his position that paying little attention 
to wayward thoughts and persevering in doing what she knew to be right were the most 
appropriate means of managing her spiritual troubles.
Baxter’s next letter to Gell dates from 7 June 1656.77 This was a response to a 
further Gell epistle (not extant), in which she had communicated that while she was less 
taxed by doubts, she had ‘fallen into a condition more troublesome’, namely being ‘much 
deserted in point of Livelynes’. Baxter’s response was detailed and carefully crafted, 
offering first a diagnosis, then a remedy, each with itemised points. Of note was Baxter’s 
awareness of how temperamental and physiological issues impact upon the spiritual life.
‘11 |n this life,’ he noted, ‘even Grace itselfe doth usually worke accordinge to this way of 
nature. ... therefore we see those that were of heavy flegmaticke complexions, & dull in 
natural operations, are commonly dull in spirituall operations, when they are sanctified.’78 
Baxter did not say that a lack of lively spiritual affections was no cause for concern. In 
fact, he believed that such sensibility was a mark that distinguished authentic faith from 
hypocrisy: ‘As there must be conviction, so also sensibility: God works on the heart, as
76 Derbyshire Record Office, Matlock, Papers of the Gell family of Hopton, D3287/47/7,4 September 
1655, 166-175.
77 Baxter, "Letters," v. 217. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 312, 214-5.
7H Baxter, "Letters," v. 217.
348
well as the head.’79 Yet labile emotional states may be misleading, and while ‘lively 
affections & sensibility be very desirable, yet are they not the evidences by which the 
truth of Grace may so well be tried.’80 In Gell’s case, the tenderness of her conscience 
over this matter was evidence of spiritual life, not hypocrisy.81 In the course of offering 
suggestions to manage this melancholy state, Baxter urged, ‘be not too high in yowr 
Expectations of lively affectionatenes in Dutyes. Gett as much as you can of it, but do not 
thinke that it is more necessary than it is, nor expect that it should be ... your constant 
frame.’82 Baxter’s casuistic skill was apparent throughout this letter; his thorough grasp of 
the workings of both soul and body enabled him to craft a response that was sensitive to 
the disposition and circumstances of the individual concerned, yet without undercutting 
what he believed are the essential demands of Christian discipleship. There was 
reassurance without reprimand, and encouragement to press on without the sense that the 
effort involved will be intolerable.
Some months later Gell wrote once more to Baxter (not extant) and he replied on 
26 November 1656. Gell still struggled with the enervation of her spiritual desires, and 
Baxter thought his correspondent continued to misperceive the realities of her situation 
and condition. For those hungry for ‘deep affections & sensibility ... God oft denyeth 
them such desires,’ since the granting of such ‘would overthrow their bodyes, & perhaps 
their wills.’ Baxter ‘cannot promise’ her a more passionate spiritual walk, ‘for God hath 
not promised it.’ The measure of grace each individual received in these matters lay
7w Baxter, SER, PW 3,64. This discussion is indebted to Alison Searle, "'My Souls Anatomiste': Richard 
Baxter, Katherine Gell and Letters of the Heart," Early Modern Literary Studies 12, (2006), 1-26. Note also 
the discussion in chapter 3.
80 Baxter, "Letters," v. 217.
81 Searle, "Souls Anatomiste," 11.
82 Baxter, "Letters," v. 217.
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within God’s wisdom and freedom. Moreover, he judged that there was more spiritual 
vigour within her than she recognised: ‘that you have strength of grace & doe not know 
it’. Baxter offered his condolences for her state of ‘melancholy’ and advised that she set 
herself to fulfilling her ‘necessary imployments in the world,’ seek after ‘cheerfull 
company,’ and avoid solitude. He also counselled that she ‘be not much in secrett 
meditation’; it is ‘no duty for you’.83 In keeping with his comments in The Duty of 
Heavenly Meditation, Baxter was very prepared to relax his strictures regarding 
meditation for those suffering from melancholia.84 Once again, Baxter’s pastoral advice 
was alert to the specifics of Gell’s context and was designed gently to promote her 
spiritual and emotional wellbeing.
In April 1657 Gell replied and although Baxter’s explanation of the functioning of 
the affections had brought reassurance, her depression continued.8^ Her ‘melancholy 
temper is more constant than ever’; her desire was to be rid of it for ‘its a great burthen 
... and noe delight’. Furthermore, she recognised the spiritual impediments 
accompanying the illness: ‘its noe use in religion or any holy duty but a great hindrance 
& makes that person fit subject for Satan’. Gell was still seeking to fulfil her 
responsibilities in the household, but would prefer to ‘locke my selfe up in a roome alone 
amongst my books.’ She expressed other struggles arising from her condition, such as 
fears that her children might die, for which she requested Baxter’s advice. In the course 
of her letter she made the following significant comment on meditation:
83 Ibid., iv. 142. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 334, 231.
84 This appears to be commonplace advice. See, e.g., Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, Ed. 
Holbrook Jackson, 6th ed. (New York: New York Review Books, 1628, 2001), Pt.3. Sec.4. Mem.2. Subs.3 
& 6, 397-400,431-2. Note also the comment to this effect in Greenham, Workes, 22.
85 Baxter, "Letters," v. 3. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 370, 249-50. Keeble & Nuttall note 
incorrectly that this is a response to Baxter’s letter of 7 June 1656 (Letter no. 312), received on 24 January 
1657, but the letter itself indicates that it is a response to his letter of 26 November 1656 (Letter no. 334).
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for meditation I never knew it my duty till 1 read your Rest. & then setting on it found it very hard 
wanting inlargements & skill in it thinking it nothing if not done in some measure according to 
your rule which made me cease i t ... after I was not quiet & resolved to take it up agayne yet still 
neglected & was as much troubled about that as about adm onitiono Mr Ch. I told and he pressed 
me much to it ... I would as willingly be excused from this duty as any but yet would alsoe 
persevere [with it?) as well as I could if it be my duty for I am for leaving all sin & performing all 
duty though of late [taken?] it up agayne but find noe great benefit by it any duty comes of heavily 
if there be noe inlargements with it.
Perhaps Gell was only prepared to make this disclosure because Baxter’s earlier counsel 
had granted permission to forego or at least ease up in the performance of this activity. 
What is clear is that she still felt ensnared —if it really was a Christian duty she should 
pursue it with diligence, yet her experience told her that doing so rendered no spiritual 
benefit. What Gell had articulated here was a further problem with Puritan practical 
divinity. It was one thing for a duty to be difficult to perform, as per Firmin’s critique, but 
if the actual performance did not reap the anticipated benefits there was even greater 
occasion for disillusionment.
Baxter’s response dated 1 June 1657 again sought to lower expectations and to 
instil within Gell a more realistic appraisal of her situation. There was still the 
encouragement that she bore the signs of genuinely spiritual vitality, but he warned, ‘you 
must be content to stay for heaven till you have done with earth’. As well as the impact of 
her depressive illness, her gender carried further constraints, since ‘most women are of 
more sensible passionate dispositions than men’. ‘You may chide your selfe for your 
sensible fearfull temper, & trouble yourselfe about it’, he wrote, ‘but this is not like to 
overcome it.’ Baxter shared that as a young man he was afraid of the dark, and though he 
knew the fear was irrational, he ‘was not able to overcome it’. Gell’s situation was 
analogous, and he wanted her to know that ‘feares and griefe above all passions are least 
at the command of reason and will.’ And while progress in dealing with these problems 
might be slow and difficult, he urged her ‘to do what you can against them.’ He did not
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directly instruct her to meditate, but in effect that is what he advised. By means of 
‘consideration’ she could activate her ‘Reason & faith’, and she should ‘remember ... the 
fatherly love & providence of God ... & more looke towards & long after that blessed 
day and state of your perfection, when all flesh shall be laid aside with its infirmities, & 
we shall be disburdened of every trouble of our soules.’86 It appears that Baxter was so 
convinced of the spiritual benefit of dwelling upon the heavenly future that he must 
commend it even to someone whom he had already warned to be cautious in the focusing 
of her thoughts. Whether deliberately or inadvertently, he reframed the concept of 
meditation and offered it as a salve for Gell’s troubles.
In her next letter written in November 1657, Gell reported that by God’s mercy 
and through the reading of William Gurnall’s Christian Armour, she was ‘much 
recovered of that melancholy distemper that I used to compla/n of’. She had taken 
Baxter’s advice on how to manage her anxious disposition, including ‘reioycing in what 
god hath done for me in greater things’. She gave no indication that applying her mind in 
the ways recommended by Baxter had carried the same sense of burden that she 
experienced when previously she tried to meditate. She did, however, have a query ‘about 
the duty of selfe-examination in which I am much at a losse’. Again, a form of meditation 
couched in the language of ‘duty’ presented a difficulty for this woman. She described an 
earlier system whereby she used ‘to call to remembrance as many sins as I could against 
the commandments & those to mourne over & confesse in prayer’. But now she has 
taken up a new approach, keeping ‘a diary of spiritual matters whereby I can tell the 
frame of my heart*7 in every duty & ordinance & what thoughts passe too & fro or stay
86 Baxter, "Letters," v. 11. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 377, 254.
87 Gell at this point draws a heart.
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there’. Her question of Baxter was ‘whether a serious readmg of this diary [digested 
each?| time with suitable affectiones to these things I read & after confesse & pray 
accordingly be sufficient & may goe for this duty of selfe-examination.,ss Gell’s concern, 
therefore, was whether she was appropriately fulfilling the tasks that are normative for 
bona fide Christian living.
Baxter’s answer approximately one month later again displayed his sensitivity to
the nuances of her spiritual and emotional condition. He rejoiced ‘that God hath calmed
& comforted’ her mind. Yet, he wrote, ‘I perceive that your nature hath that melancholy
disposition still,’ and urged that ‘you record your present mercyes, lest any change should
come that might cause the feelings of them to abate.’ By way of contrast, his response to
her enquiry concerning self-examination fostered restraint:
I would not advise you to spend so much time as the thoughtfull recountinge & writinge down of 
every ordinary infirmity would require, ffor such, alas, we carry them with us so constantly, that 
we need no writinge to tell us that we have them
Such recording may ‘tempt us to despaire’ as the catalogue of failure accumulated in this 
enduring form 89 Some years later Baxter would propose to the reading public that 
keeping ‘a daily catalogue’ of ‘sins and mercies’ might be a gainful exercise.90 But in the 
context of dealing with this individual case, he was more cautious and suggested Gell 
could spend her time more profitably. Keeping a diary might still be advantageous, but 
she must take care as to the reflections that she chose to include.91 For Baxter, therefore, 
the manner in which this duty was to be fulfilled was subservient to the particular 
circumstances of the practitioner concerned.
88 Baxter, "Letters," v. 28. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 404, 273.
89 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 183. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 412, 280-1.
90 Baxter, CD, PW1,469.
91 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 183.
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The next item of correspondence is from Baxter, dated 31 July 1658, in response 
to a non-extant letter from Cell. The second sentence in the letter stated, ‘I marvell you 
should conclude ... that I forget you in my prayers’. The implication appears to be that 
because Gell continued in her spiritual tussles, he must not be praying for her, since the 
pleadings of someone of his spiritual stature should meet with divine acquiescence. 
Baxter proceeded to provide an apologetic concerning answered and un-answered prayer. 
He confessed his own failures in liveliness in prayer but noted that the spiritual state of 
the petitioner was not the key factor in determining whether or not God will answer 
favourably. Furthermore, God would bring about his purposes in response to human 
requests in accordance with his own sense of timing: ‘I take not my prayer to be lost 
when I feele nor any present returne ... prayer is nor to hasten the mercy before its time, 
but to secure it & procure it in its season.’ Baxter then made reference to Gell’s recent 
visit to him. He reproached her for thinking that she had wasted his time. For his part, he 
wished he could have offered greater assistance, and used his own sense of inadequacy to 
direct her to the sufficiency of God:
I intreat you to pardon me & beg of god that he would pardon me for being so unprofitable to you 
when you were here, but it will teach you hereafter to cease expecting too much from man. Keepe 
close to god & trust him, who will never faile you ... You are sowing in faith, prayers, teares, 
watchfulnes, but you shall ... reap in joy: beleeve it & rejoyce in hope if all the Devills in hell 
would discourage you?2
More so than previous letters, Baxter exhorted Gell to focus more on God than on the 
ministry of himself and other pastors, who would never be able to provide the level of 
spiritual succour for which she longed.
92 Derbyshire Record Office, Matlock, Papers of the Gell family of Hopton, D3287/47/7, 31 July 1658, 
252-256.
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Gell wrote again on 25 August 1658, once more struggling to find benefit from 
the performance of her religious duties. Perhaps in reaction to Baxter’s last piece, the 
focus was upon her prayer life:
alas how unwilling am I to goe to that duty because I perform it so ill & find no benefit by it ... 
most of my prayer may be called dullness & distress. 1 am oft mor fit to sleepe than to pray ... I 
am ready to thinke I had better leave of this duty than continue it in this manner yet I goe on with 
all my discouragements out of pure obedience with out finding any benefit, I can be serious in any 
thing but prayer & meditation but distract/on takes my thoughts quite away from these duties
Lest Baxter attribute these troubles to mental illness, she claimed that her struggles did
not ‘proceede from melancholy or any temptation’. It was true that some discouraging
conversations upon visiting family in Berkshire ‘did much to flatten my spirit & abate my
zeale before I came away’. But in the present instance, ‘its reall the things in it are too
true & doe much perplex my spirit & discourage me’. Concern for her eternal destiny
was also a struggle for her once again: ‘that assurance I told you of I much question the
truth of it.’ Gell trusted that Baxter would be able to ‘judge impartially’ her situation, and
that his years of pastoral experience would enable him to deliver wise and helpful
guidance.93
Baxter’s adopted a stronger tone in his reply to this request. In response to the 
specific concern of ‘dullness in prayer’, he issued a number of suggestions designed to 
focus the mind, including remembering key truths such as the fact that it was God to 
whom she was speaking and how near she stood to eternity. The first three petitions of 
the Lord’s Prayer should ‘have the chiefest place’ in her prayers and such an awareness 
of the content of her prayers will prove beneficial. He also remarked upon the impact of 
the body upon the mind, and how this might be a factor in the problem she faced. As to 
her tussles over assurance, Baxter challenged her with a series of questions and reminders
93 Baxter, "Letters," v. 5. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 489, 337-8.
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of advice he had offered in earlier letters: ‘Can you soe soone after such large 
experiences, not taime such suspitious thoughts of his dying benefits, & evidences of his 
love? ... Did not I tell you ... wherein your life of grace consisteth?’ He was thoroughly 
convinced that her doubting frame of mind was misconceived and bluntly asserted, ‘I 
pray you let not mee or any other hear such language from you any more’, for to speak as 
she had been doing was a challenge to the gracious character of God.94 With logic and 
rhetorical power he attempted to demolish any resistance to his analysis of the workings 
of her soul, which, though impaired, were anything but indicative of the reprobate. Baxter 
had shifted from the tone of gentle encouragement that marked his former 
correspondence with Gell to this more forceful approach, presumably because he sensed 
the earlier strategy to have been wanting and hoping that this more direct line of attack 
might reap the pastoral advantage he sought.
The final extant letter from Gell revealed that Baxter’s more robust dealings with 
her had failed to resolve her ongoing spiritual troubles. Writing 27 December 1658, she 
conceded that Baxter had accurately discerned that her affectional state had, at least in 
part, a physical basis: ‘now I am willing to beleeve that much of my dullness & deadness 
proceeds from a bodily indisposition’. She thanked Baxter ‘for your chiding & wish it 
would mend me’. But that desire had not been fulfilled, and her prayer life remained 
beset with ‘weariness & distract ion & dullnes’. Moreover, she gained ‘small comfort in 
the duty’. Gell continued to seek relief from the demands of the Christian duties that she 
believed were incumbent upon her. The reading of Thomas White’s book, Treatise of the 
Power of Godliness, had introduced her to the role of ‘ejaculation’ in Christian
y4 Baxter, "Letters," v. 9. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 490, 338-9.
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experience, and she wondered whether she might ‘shorten secret duties with an intent to 
be frequent between dut/es in eiaculation\ 95 Gell was searching for a means to be faithful 
in Christian living that was unaccompanied by the sense of oppression and lack of benefit 
that characterised her present experience. Her disquiet was at such a level that she 
wondered whether the fulfilment of one duty might be traded against a deficiency in 
another. An affirming word from a distinguished casuist like Baxter might be the means 
to loosening the cords that presently tied her conscience.
This record of correspondence reveals something both of Baxter’s pastoral 
expertise and of the nature of Puritan practical divinity. Baxter’s skill is apparent. The 
warmth, encouragement and flexibility in his responses to Gell’s issues are all 
noteworthy. Depending upon the specific issue and context, he responded with gentleness 
or firmness and targeted both her patterns of thinking and her aberrant affections. Yet, 
while his counsel brought her some benefit (she did continue the correspondence over a 
number of years, suggesting that she found solace in his advice rather than being crushed 
by it), the presenting difficulty reached no final resolution. Her struggles with the 
discipline of meditation were just one example of a problem she had with the concept of 
‘duty’. Her husband, John Gell, identified the same problem: ‘you can not come to that 
height you desire in duty’.96 She longed faithfully to walk the path of Christian 
discipleship, but her attempts to fulfil the duties prescribed for that journey left her 
feeling inadequate and unfulfilled. It would seem that the language in which Baxter and 
other Puritans couched their expectations of authentic Christian living carried a rhetorical 
force that a person such as Katherine Gell found debilitating. While her letters provide
95 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 208. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 532, 367-8.
96 Letter from John Gell to his wife, Katherine Gell, Derbyshire Record Office, Matlock, Papers of the Gell 
family of Hopton, D3287/60/14.
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sufficient information to imply that she suffered from depression and anxiety problems, 
and the cognitive and emotional concomitants of such would have had a significant 
impact upon her perception of the effectiveness of her own spiritual walk, the discussion 
earlier in this chapter indicates that other believers also struggled under the weight of 
these expectations. And, if Gell’s experience is not unique, perhaps a significant number 
of people suffered in this way. For there is evidence that Katherine Gell appeared to the 
detached observer to be a model of piety, being a patron of godly clergy and a promoter 
of spiritual exercises within her household.97 Even her attendance to her own religious 
duties was remembered as being exemplary. As the Presbyterian minister, William 
Bagshaw noted
The Lord only knew, (though his Servants guessed at it) how sweet and satiating the Communion 
was, which she had with the Lord in secret, where the choicest Books were read, and meditated 
on. Might she not say, she was never less alone, than when alone?98
These comments are far removed from the truth revealed in her correspondence with
Baxter, and it appears that very few had access to the honest workings of her soul.99 How
many other believers amongst the godly might have presented the same façade? Perhaps
the Gell case study provides some clues as to the nature of the problem. The fact that she
could follow certain of Baxter’s instructions when the notion of ‘duty’ was removed from
the discourse suggests that the core problem may have been one of communication. It is
possible that Baxter’s comments to a general audience were couched in more rigorous
97 William Bagshaw, De Spiritualibus Pecci (London, 1702), 58-9. See also Lamont, "Katherine Gell."
98 Bagshaw, De Spiritualibus Pecci, 58-9.
99 Perhaps, as well as Baxter, only her husband ( ‘It hath pleased God to exercise you with variety of 
dispensations, sometimes you are full of feares, & in a manner hopeless, then to revive those dying hopes, 
the lord vouchsafes mercy’, Derbyshire Record Office, Matlock, Papers of the Gell family of Hopton, 
D3287/60/14) and the Derbyshire clergyman, Robert Porter (see Baxter, "Letters," v. 5, Keeble and Nuttall, 
Calendar I, No. 489, 337: “Her own spiritual state and anxiety are things which she imparts ‘but to you & 
Mr. <Robert> Porter’”); for Porter, see Stephen Wright, "Porter, Robert (1623/4-1690)," in ODNB (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).). Note also that in her first letter Gell wrote ‘I desire concealment’, 
wishing her concerns to remain private (see Baxter, "Letters," v. 216.)
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form and used the language of ‘duty’ due to the broader pastoral context—a church in 
which there were many ‘nominal’ or immature believers who might easily succumb to a 
lesser degree of godliness unless vigorously pushed in the counter direction. When 
dealing with individuals on a personal basis, however, Baxter demonstrated his 
flexibility. As Searle has correctly noted, ‘it is Baxter’s sensitivity to the subtle nuances 
that distinguish each individual human situation, which caused him to adopt and utilise 
the epistolary genre with such alacrity.’100
The devotional life of Mary Rich
Another individual subject to Baxter’s pastoral influence was Mary Rich, countess of 
Warwick. Her early adult life was characterised by a lack of interest in religious practice 
and she was ‘stedfastly sett against being a Puritan’.101 Following her marriage to Charles 
Rich in 1641, Mary bore two children, a daughter (Elizabeth) in 1642 and a son (Charles) 
in 1643.102 The couple were deeply distressed when Elizabeth died at fifteen months, and 
Mary reported that ‘God was pleased ... to awakene me to consider of a future state.’ 
However, she backslid from this intention to take her spiritual life more seriously, until 
the crisis of her four-year-old Charles falling ill once again provoked a religious 
awareness within her. Her prayers for her son were followed by his recovery, and through 
this event, and the nurture of a ‘spiritual father,’ she found ‘Converting Grace’ from
100 Searle, "Souls Anatomiste," 24.
101 British Library, Add. MS 27357.
102 Sara H. Mendelson, "Rich, Mary, Countess of Warwick (1624-1678)," in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004).
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God.103 The rest of her life was characterised by a vigorous piety, much of which is 
recorded in a range of spiritual and autobiographical writings penned during the 1660’s 
and 1670’s.104
The impact of Baxter upon the spirituality of Rich occurred at a number of levels.
While resident in London, at times she visited Baxter in his home. A diary entry for 30
April 1675 records such a visit along with ‘Lady Mary’, where they enjoyed ‘much good
edifying warmeing discourse’. Lady Mary was in a state of some distress, however, and
Rich notes down that Baxter prayed for her, ‘at which duty my heart went out to God In
strong desires and I was inabled with some teares to bemone my Sinnes’.105 As with
Katherine Gell, Mary Rich perceived that heightened sensibility was an indicator of
authentic and vibrant faith, and thus found this conversation an assuring experience. It
appears that a relationship of patronage existed between Rich and Baxter, and she notes
various ‘acts of charity’ that she performed during these visits.106
On occasions Rich also went to hear Baxter preach. Her diaries often record her
disposition while listening to these sermons and the impact of the homily upon her. For
example, on 23 December 1675, she noted:
I went to heare Mr. Baxter his text was (who so offereth prayse glorifies me). I was very attentife 
at that good sermon, and at his prayer before It. I fond God mightily upon my SSpiritt, inabling me 
to follow Lord after him for mercy, which I begd with som teares. I was by what I herd much 
convinsed of the exselensy of that heavenly duty of prayseing God which he most powrefully srest
103 British Library, Add. MS 27357.
104 Mendelson, "Mary Rich.": ‘From about 1663 she wrote intermittent ‘Occasional meditations’ (BL, Add. 
MS 27356), using homely analogies from housewifery and other feminine concerns to draw godly morals. 
In July 1666 she began a diary (now BL, Add. MSS 27351-27355), in which she recorded her devotional 
routine and daily events until the end of her life, and in February 1672 she set down her autobiographical 
reminiscences, ‘Some specialities in the life of M. Warwicke’ (BL, Add. MS 27357).’ There also exists a 
manuscript ‘Collections out of Lady Warwick’s Papers’ (BL, Add. MS 27358) that repeats material from 
her diaries and Occasional meditations.
105 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 30 April 1675. Cf. entries for 14 April 1675; 1 July 1675. 
Also British Library, Add. MS 27351, Diary entry 30 April 1667 & British Library, Add. MS 27355, Diary 
entry 19 February 1677.
106 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entries 30 April 1675; 10 June 1676.
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upon us, and gave us some rules for the inabling us to practise I t ... and I found my heart boeing 
so much warmed with his |God’s| love, and, from the meltinges of It, makeing me to weep much. 
(O Lord I bless thee for the sweet refreshing houres I had with thee In solitude this evening.107
Thus both Baxter’s sermons and his public prayers were able to raise Rich’s affections
towards God, and provided grist for the mill for her times of solitary prayer and
reflection. Moreover, in addition to evoking the feeling that she was being subject to
divine inspiration, his ministry brought her conviction, as she ‘was, by what he preacht,
much convinsed of my Duty’.108 This proved to be an able foil to the lack of spiritual
vitality that sometimes characterised her daily life. For instance, her diary entry for 27
January 1676 logged her struggle with the sense of sin in her life and her lack of gratitude
to God, as well as her self-condemnation that she was more taken up with worldly
employments than with holy duties.109 As with Katherine Cell, Rich believed that duties
really mattered, and the fact that Baxter’s preaching could be a prompt to a more
disciplined attendance to them met with a positive appraisal in her diary.
According to Rich’s own testimony, the perusal of some of Baxter’s treatises also
enhanced her devotional life. In December 1666 she was reading The Crucifying of the
World by the Cross of Christ, and found her heart ‘was much afected’ by so doing, as
well as finding ‘a great deal of comforte after I had examined my selfe by it and it made
me shed many teares of joy that I found carnal selfe was not predominante but that
Christes interest was’.110 A similar heightening of her emotional response to God
107 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 23 December 1675. Cf. entries for 20, 27 January 1676; 3 
February 1676; 27 April 1676; 4 May 1676; 7 June 1676.
108 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entries 20 January 1676 & 4 May 1676.
109 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 27 January 1676.
110 British Library, Add. MS 27351, Diary entries 21 December 1666, 12 December 1666.
361
occurred upon reading The Saints' Everlasting Rest and ‘a booke of Mr Baxtores about 
the Lord’s day’.111
But most striking are the self-reports of her meditations. As noted above, Rich
was familiar with The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, and it appears she adopted with
enthusiasm Baxter’s exhortations to contemplate heavenly realities. Her diaries are
replete with records of her spending time in solitude meditating upon heaven and its joys.
Furthermore, she applied the same mental discipline to assessing the state of her own
soul. A number of matters of note arise from these entries. First, there is no doubt that she
found meditation an onerous duty. ‘I reatired to meditate’, she wrote, ‘but I found my
wicked heart draw back from the duty ... I was againe miserably destracted in the duty
and was neither attentife nor affected’.112 On another occasion she noted that she ‘spent
much time in selfe examination after I had begd Godes assistance in that harde worke’.113
Second, on some occasions at least, the activity brought to Rich the benefits that Baxter
claimed it would. On 27 June 1675 she wrote of ‘the sweet refreshing houres I had
inioyed |enjoyed] with him by heavenly meditation.’ She continued:
after I returned I meditated upon the sermonises, and prayerd them over, and had also too large 
meditationes of the Joyes of Heaven, which ware very reassureing and comfortable to me. and I 
fond that the considering that I should there enjoy God in his fullest loves and be freed from Sinn 
and everlastingly imploy’d In loveing and blessing him, did make me strive to Storm heaven by 
my fervent prayer, and that I might be more to partake of the Inheritance of the Saintes In light I 
begd with very many teares114
As noted in chapter two, Baxter believed that heavenly meditation was a catalyst to the 
fulfilment of other duties as well as a means to foster assurance, and at times the practice 
produced these effects in Rich’s life. Third, the affections that accompanied her
111 British Library, Add. MS 27352, Diary entries 13 December 1669 and 24 June 1671. The book 
mentioned is most likely Baxter, DALD.
112 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 6 June 1675.
113 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry Good Friday 1675.
114 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 27 June 1675.
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contemplations were critical in assessing the adequacy of her performance of the duty. 
When Rich noted that ‘I retired my selfe to meditate ... of the joyes of heaven, but show 
not so lively affectiones in the duty as at some other times,’113 she perceived this as a 
failure in her obligation. This is entirely in keeping with Baxter’s understanding of what 
meditation was and was designed to achieve; in effect, if godly affections were not 
aroused, the meditation had been unsuccessful. Finally, the vicissitudes in sensibility 
experienced by Rich in her meditations produced marked swings in her assessment of her 
spiritual condition. Consider the shift in her mood that occurred on these consecutive 
days. On 25 August 1675, Rich was rejoicing in her ‘hapy and blessed condition of one 
that was reconsiled to God by Christ,’ experiencing ‘very lively afectiones In the duty, In 
which my heart make strong sallies, and egress after God.’116 The next day, however, she 
meditated upon ‘the danger of backslideing ... which I was doing’. She had read earlier 
entries in her diary ‘of the lively affectiones I had formerly had in holy dutyes’. But this 
was not the case now: ‘how dull I was too often of late grown In them, which had this 
effect upon me to make me selfe-condemned and with many teares to bemone my 
backslideings’.117 It was not so much that she completely doubted her eternal status when 
her affections were lacklustre; it was more a case that that state demanded a more 
vigorous application of her own efforts to the duties and means of grace promulgated 
with the system of Puritan practical divinity. The robust conscience that, theoretically at 
least, ought to accompany the Protestant soteriological system was notably absent in the 
experience of Mary Rich.
115 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 27 March 1675.
116 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 25 August 1675.
117 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entry 26 August 1675.
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Mary Rich’s experience both parallels and differs from that of Katherine Gell.
She shared the acute awareness of the need to fulfil the Christian duties endorsed by 
Puritan divines. Similarly, she had adopted the view that affectional states were an 
essential means of measuring spiritual health.118 She did not, however, seem to be as 
crushed by her own failures as Gell was. While she had a profound sense of her 
sinfulness (‘my own vileness’) and her lack of success in fulfilling spiritual obligations 
(‘my dull performances of holy Dutyes’; ‘Spirituall Lethargy’),119 she was more able than 
Gell to accept the consolation that could be gained through appropriate self-examination. 
For example, on 26 December 1669, Rich recorded that ‘I ... did try my selfe by some of 
Mr Baxtores markes, and I found that I trourly loved God above heaven and earth or any 
thinge contained in heaven or in earth’.120 This evaluation brought comfort, whereas 
Katherine Gell consistently struggled to ajudge the marks of true faith within herself. 
Whether or not this difference can be attributed to Gell’s melancholy disposition, it is 
significant that the scheme of practical divinity to which they both submitted bore a 
psychological cost for Mary Rich as well as Gell, even if that cost was less pronounced.
Baxter’s correspondence with Mary Rogers
The situation of Mary Rogers is also of interest to this investigation. Mary was the wife 
of Colonel Wroth Rogers, who served in the parliamentarian armies and later was
118 Cf. the discussion in Williams, "Puritan Quest", 367-78.
119 British Library, Add. MS 27354, Diary entries 20 December 1675; 21 December 1675. 
12(1 British Library, Add. MS 27352, Diary entry 26 December 1669.
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appointed Governor of Hereford.121 Her first letter to Baxter is dated 22 August, probably 
in the year 1658,122 and extolled the blessings she had received from sitting under his 
ministry and reading his books. Yet ensconced within words of gratitude to Baxter are 
inklings that she, like Gell & Rich, was grappling with a sense of inadequacy regarding 
the fulfilment of her Christian duties. She wrote, ‘I am ashamed of my unprofitablenes of 
my dulnes and dednes’, a problem compounded by the fact that she had benefitted from 
'such powerfull meanes’, namely Baxter’s ministry and her own ‘walking with the Lord’. 
'Many a time’, she claimed, she had planned to visit Baxter with ‘biterness of my soule to 
poure out my heart to you’, but found in the providence of God that a ‘seasonable word’ 
from Baxter ‘in the publick congregation’ provided sustenance. ‘|H |ow often you have 
resolved my doubts, and quieted my troubled spirit,’ she testified. Rogers claimed that 
she ‘canot enough acknowledg my beholdingnes to you’ for The Saints' Everlasting Rest; 
‘it is now a great comfort to me’.123 The letter suggested that only good has arisen from 
Rogers’ submission to Baxter’s spoken and written words, even if her self-assessment 
still found her spiritual condition wanting.
She wrote again on 16 September 1658, and her almost sycophantic tone 
continued as she affirmed that his ministry was a divine mercy for which ‘the children 
unborn will have ocations to prayse the Lord’. The stated chief purpose of the letter was 
to enquire as to Baxter’s health, but in the course of her musings she once more divulged
121 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, headnote to No. 484, 334, Sean Kelsey, "Rogers, Wroth (d . 1683x5)," in 
ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
122 Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, headnote to No. 484, 334, and Povvicke, Life, 149, suggest that this letter 
was written not long before her second and Baxter’s dated reply, and therefore nominate 1658 as the 
probable year.
123 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 227. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 484, 334.
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the perceived shortcomings that inhabited her consciousness. The reading of Baxter’s Of
crucifying this world by the Cross of Christ
hath peirsed into the secrets of my soule and shewed mee mine iniquity, the Lord yet lay mee loer 
in my owne eys that I may abhor myself for mindeing carnall things, oh how my thoughts are 
huried up and downe the world and in the crowde serious heavenly medi<t>ations can find Little 
roome, would my God but help mee out of this snare that 1 might set my affections more one 
heavenly things (if I know my owne heart) my aproocheing hasardas time would not make my 
heart troubled.
Rogers, therefore, was struggling to meditate upon heaven in the manner prescribed by 
Baxter: she found herself easily distracted in thought and her affections were drawn more 
readily to earthly delights than the things of God. She deemed this to be a very serious 
situation, for it indicated waywardness in her spiritual life that potentially had eternal 
consequences. Her equivocations regarding this matter were expressed in the letter. On 
the one hand, she stated ‘that I could willingly enough leave my Dear Husband, my poore 
children, and all Enioyments to goe to my Dearest redeemer.’ But, citing Psalm 73:27 
(‘they that are far from him shall perish’), she recounted ‘how far I am from him in my 
thoughts’ and therefore of the anxiety that accompanied the prospect of final judgment. 
Her inability to govern her thoughts, combined with other failings in performance of 
Christian duties (‘how little I have done for God since the Lord hath changed my 
conditione’), led her to beg God that she might have ‘but one yeere more’ of life in which 
she might execute the Christian life with more vigour. If granted such a concession, ‘I 
would ever bee upon my knees night and day and give my soule noe rest’, she wrote, ‘tell 
I could asuredly say my beloved is mine and I am his’.124
As with Katherine Gell and Mary Rich, Rogers felt subject to a standard of piety, 
a standard that she rarely met and therefore which resulted in besetting feelings of
124 Baxter, "Letters," iv, 120. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 496, 345.
366
inadequacy and uncertainty. While she could articulate statements that were indicative of 
a genuine spiritual conversion, the experience of her Christian pilgrimage lacked 
stability, for even when her affections were turned toward God she was still conscious of 
their lack of wholeheartedness and the imperfections in her thoughts and behaviour. 
While she expressed nothing but acclaim for Baxter, and was in no way critical of his 
method of heavenly meditation, his approach to this duty was one of the factors that 
elicited such feelings within her.
Baxter replied immediately with a letter that sought to provide spiritual 
consolation. The tone throughout affirmed a confidence in the security of her spiritual 
estate and he urged her ‘to trust God’ and to ‘remember whose hands you are in’. He 
acknowledged Rogers’ struggle with the imperfections of her desires and her inability to 
perceive heavenly realities with the intensity she desired. ‘In our present state of 
mortality & sin,’ he wrote, ‘we are litle capable of positive apprehensions of the pure 
Godhead, which is infinite & incomprehensible’, a theme common within Baxter’s 
writings. Yet in the midst of this recognition that spiritual experience on the earthly plain 
would be subject to limitations, he continued to impress upon her the importance and 
value of contemplating the divine work and its benefits. In continuity with his counsel to 
Katherine Cell, he re-framed the concept of meditation and bid her to set her thoughts in 
a heavenly direction:
If you find not those desires so forward as you would have them, see that you hinder them not by 
your misapprehensions of God, & jealousyes & causeles doubtings of his Love which he hath so 
long & largly testifyed: especially see that you fixe one eye upon a Crucifyed Christ, that by his 
Crusifixion hath remoued your guilt & impediments, & the other eye on a Glorifyed Christ that is 
preparinge a place for you, & you (by his Spirit) for that place, & will take you to himselfe, that 
where he is, there you may be alsoe.125
125 Baxter, "Letters," iv. 122. See also Keeble and Nuttall, Calendar I, No. 497, 345.
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His tactic in this instance, therefore, was to reduce expectations of how gratifying the 
experience of meditation might be without downplaying the importance of the activity 
itself. No record exists of Mary Rogers’ response to Baxter’s guidance. What is apparent, 
however, is that his method of meditation once again proved to be a factor in the genesis 
of a state of spiritual fragility, even if his personal dealings with one so afflicted were 
sensitive and did not manifest the same sense of perceived burden that emerged in his 
published works.
Further evidence of difficulties in fulfilling Baxter’s advice concerning the practice 
of meditation
The above-mentioned struggles were not confined to Baxter’s generation, and there is
evidence that some individuals of later times, even those who held him in high esteem,
had difficulty with his approach to practical piety and meditation. One example was the
Cambridge clergyman Henry Martyn (1781-1812), later to become a missionary to India
and Persia. A record in his journal during 1802, prior to his ordination, reveals Martyn’s
intentions with regard to the practice: ‘The reading of Baxter’s Saints’ Rest determined
me to live more in heavenly meditation.’126 On occasions it appears that he was able to
realise this desire. For instance, when he departed from England in 1805 he wrote,
In prayer I soon launched sweetly into eternity, and found joy unspeakable in thinking of my 
future rest, and of the boundless love and joy I should ever taste in Christ’s beloved presence 
hereafter. I found no difficulty in stirring myself up to the contemplation of heaven . . . 127
But at other times his pursuit of the discipline lacked fruit:
126 John Sargent, A Memoir of the Rev. Henry Martyn, 15th ed. (London: Seeley, Burnside, and Seeley, 
1864) ,  103.
127 Ibid.
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In the evening ... I hoped to draw near to God by his word and prayer: that blessed man Baxter, in 
his Saint’s Rest, was enabled to kindle such a degree of devotion and love, as I have long been a 
stranger to. I strove to keep the future happiness of heaven steadily in view; but the want of a 
humble spirit made these contemplations appear delusive.128
For Martyn, therefore, his performance of the duty was wanting, yet his self-castigation
in response to his self-perception did not appear to carry the same level of emotional
repercussions as those observed in the women above.
Also worthy of note are responses to Hannah More’s book entitled Practical
Piety. The previous chapter noted More’s debt to Baxter and how this work affirmed the
affectionate strain of Christian practice and the importance of fulfilling duties that was so
characteristic of Baxter’s practical writings. It appears that the sorts of difficulties that
Baxter’s emphases evoked were echoed in response to More’s treatise. For example, Sir
William Pepys wrote to More on 27 March 1811 expressing his thanks for Practical
Piety, which he read with ‘much delight and much emotion’. He was appreciative of her
‘indefatigable exertions in favour of virtue and religion’, and believed that the book was
admirably calculated to terrify the wicked, to rouse the negligent, and to keep the most watchful 
upon their guard. There is, however, an impression which I find it makes upon some of the best 
and most religious characters, which is, that of despair of ever reaching such unattainable 
perfection129
Sir William went on to suggest that More had been selective in her presentation, and that 
she had emphasised Scriptural warnings without giving due attention to the consolatory 
message enshrined within the Christian gospel.130 Pepys was fully convinced of the 
necessity to promote godly living. Nevertheless, he was cognisant of the fact that this 
could be communicated in a manner that dispelled hope and confidence. The sentiments 
expressed were reminiscent of responses to the work of Baxter and other Puritans,
128 Henry Martyn, Journal and Letters of the Rev. Henry Martyn, ed. S Wilberforce (New York: M. W. 
Dodd, 1851). Journal entry 28 December 1803,44.
129 Roberts, Hannah More, 179.
130 Ibid., 180.
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especially when the responsibilities of Christian living were under discussion. And, also 
in similar vein to Baxter, when More replied to Sir William’s letter she would grant 
nothing of his argument: ‘I am not aware of that excessive strictness of which your pious 
friends complain ... The gospel is strict’.131 The form of piety enshrined in this tradition 
was highly resistant to modifications that eased the demands placed upon the practitioner, 
even in the face of evidence that what was being required was eliciting negative 
consequences.
Richard Baxter’s approach to practical divinity reconsidered
Earlier in the chapter, Baxter’s stress upon the duties of faithful Christian living was 
noted. According to his schema, while the performance of these duties did not contribute 
to one’s salvation, they were indicative of a true and lively faith. In the light of the case 
studies that have been examined, what more can be said concerning Baxter’s approach to 
practical divinity?
The material that has been considered does not annul the priority of grace within 
Baxter’s theological system. Consistent with the Puritan and protestant tradition, Baxter 
believed that undeserved grace was the means by which a person entered into a covenant 
relationship and found reconciliation with God. In charting Baxter’s dialogue with Giles 
Firmin, and his pastoral dealings with a number of individuals, there is no indication that 
the pre-eminency of the divine work in justification and sanctification has been 
overturned.
131 Ibid., 181.
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Yet even as the primacy of grace was being asserted, Baxter consistently 
impressed upon his readers the response that was demanded of them. 132 He appears to 
have been fearful of expressing the notion of free grace in a manner that might encourage 
spiritual indolence or moral indulgence. This sentiment was expressed well in one of the 
directions he provided as he wrote a treatise for those seeking a sense of spiritual 
consolation, in a subsection entitled ‘Confirmation in a State of Grace’. The direction 
read, ‘Think not that all is done when once you are converted; but remember that the 
work of your Christianity then comes in, and must be as long as the time of your lives. ’ 133 
The advice he offered centred on the need to avoid complacency and to have a godly fear 
of sinning; it was due diligence that would prevent falling from the faith. 134 For Baxter, 
therefore, a chief duty of Christian living was this watchfulness over one’s heart, being 
‘suspicious’ of it, lest it deceive the soul. 135 It was steadfast application to obedience that 
would bear testimony to the individual truly being in a state of grace, for true conversion 
implied submission to God as governor and a willingness to be ruled by him. 136 The key 
here was not so much the actual performance of duties—hypocrites are able to that—but
132 While this was a dominant motif in his writings, Cooper helpfully notes that Baxter modified the public 
expression of his soteriology according to the context. Ever aware of the pastoral ramifications of what he 
perceived to be doctrinal errors, he shifted emphasis across time and audiences to provide what he believed 
would be the most helpful response in the ever-changing religious and intellectual climate of seventeenth- 
century England. See Cooper, Fear and Polemic, 142-6.
133 Baxter, DWDC, PW2, 1004.
134 Ibid., PW2, 1004-5.
135 Baxter, SER, 'Dedication', PW 3,5.
136 Baxter, CD, PW1,36 , 38, 64 ,75. Note also DWDC, PW2, 1004: ‘it is no more certain that we shall be 
saved by Christ, than it is that we shall be kept in faith, and love and holy obedience by him. ... He that is 
resolved to bring us to glory, is as much resolved to bring us to it by perseverance in holiness and diligent 
obedience; for he never decreeth one without the other; and he will never save us by any other way.’
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pursuing obedience with a willing heart. To Baxter’s mind, sincerity counts for more than 
achievement. 137
A comparison of Baxter’s approach to the sanctified life with that of another 
Puritan writer, John Owen, reveals the emphatic place that Baxter designated to personal 
obedience. As with Baxter, Owen recognised that holiness in a believer was dependent 
upon a divine work through the Holy Spirit. The Spirit created ‘habits of grace’ within 
the soul, renewing its faculties and thereby enabling obedience to God’s will. 138 These 
habits were not tendencies that developed within the soul through the regular practice of 
holy actions, but were actually infused in the believer through the Spirit. Such habits 
were the essential prompt for holy action, not merely persuading the believer to holiness, 
but being the means by which ‘God actually worked in them to will and to do . ’ 139 The 
accent in Owen was strongly upon the Spirit as the determiner of godly behaviour. 
Baxter’s approach differed slightly. He stressed the connection between the work of the 
Spirit and the means provided by God to enable the believer to appropriate this divine 
assistance. He noted: ‘There is an admirable, unsearchable concurrence of the Spirit, and 
his appointed means, and the will of man, in the procreation of the new creature, and in 
all the exercises of grace’ . 140 Such means ought not to be neglected by people who 
accounted themselves among the faithful. 141 This perspective resulted in a foregrounding 
of the obedience of the believer in much of Baxter’s discussion of the Christian life, with
137 Baxter, RMPC, PW2, 894: ‘Yea, this exceeding comfort there is, even for them that are graceless, that 
their salvation is conditionally certain, and the condition is but their own willingness. They may all have 
Christ and life if they will.’ See also Keeble, Richard Baxter, 134-6.
138 Owen, Of Communion, in Goold, ed .John Owen, vol. 2, 200.
139 McGrath, "Grace and Duty," 16-7. McGrath cites John Owen, Discourse on the Holy Spirit, in Goold, 
ed. John Owen, vol. 3, 335,411,517, 520. On the relationship between faith and works in Owen, see 
Trueman, John Owen, 118-20.
140 Baxter, CD, PW1,70. See McGrath, "Grace and Duty," 17.
141 Baxter, CD, PW 1,71.
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frequent exhortations to make fulsome use of these God appointed means. One cannot 
charge Baxter with a form of Arminianism or semi-pelagianism at this point, because, 
like Owen, and as noted above, he was convinced that the human will was unable to act 
independently of the Spirit’s assistance. Furthermore, this attention to fulfilling duties 
remained subservient to a living faith in Christ and union with him . 142 Baxter also 
maintained that because obedient living was grounded in divine grace, duties should 
never be performed coldly or in pride. Rather, they should issue from a heart of gratitude 
and love to God. As Baxter put it, ‘Think it not enough to delight in duties, if you delight 
not in God . ’ 143 Within Baxter’s thought, therefore, there existed a relationship of 
mutuality between grace and duty that found expression in Christian discipleship. An 
‘inner spiritual reality’ impelled ‘the life of obedience and action . ’ 144 Notwithstanding 
these features of the structure of Baxter’s theology of sanctification, the evidence 
presented suggests that he did accentuate the role of the human will in the pursuit of 
holiness to a greater extent than writers such as Owen, who were more concerned to draw 
attention to the aid that was provided by the Spirit in facilitating effective Christian 
living . 145
142 Baxter, SER, PW3, 12: ‘Christ hath his place and work; duty hath its place and work too ... if duty have 
no share, why may we not trust Christ, as well in a way of disobedience as duty? ... you must both use and 
trust duty in subordination to Christ, but neither use them nor trust them in co-ordination with him. So that 
this derogates nothing from Christ: for he hath done and will do all his work perfectly, and enableth his 
people to do theirs; yet he is not properly said to do it himself’.
143 Ibid., 'Dedication', PW 3,5. This paragraph draws upon McGrath, "Grace and Duty," 16-21. See also 
McGrath, "Puritans and the Human Will", chap. 6; Yuille, Puritan Spirituality, 186-8.
144 McGrath, "Grace and Duty," 21.
145 Ibid., 18. Such differences were apparent in the weekly lectures set up jointly by Presbyterians and 
Congregationalists at Pinners’ Hall, London, following the 1672 Declaration of Indulgence, where both 
Baxter and Owen preached. Baxter was subject to criticism for granting too much emphasis to the role of 
the human will, ‘especially, if I did but say, That Man’s Will had a Natural Liberty, though a Moral 
Thraldom to Vice, and that Men might have Christ and Life, if they were truly willing, though Grace must 
make them willing; and that Men have power to do better than they do, It was cryed abroad among all the 
Party, that I preached up Arminianism, and Free-Will, and Man’s Power, and O! What an odious Crime 
was this’. See Baxter, Reliquiae, III, 103. See also Rivers, Reason, 97.
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Not all readers of Baxter’s treatises of practical theology may have grasped the 
nuances of his perspective on the sanctified life. It is one thing to articulate a carefully 
delineated theological system; it is quite another to communicate the same with clarity 
and effectiveness. The Puritan practical Divines appear to have struggled at this point. It 
has been demonstrated that within the theology of William Perkins, the covenant of 
works was subsumed within the framework of the covenant of grace, thereby preserving 
the Protestant touchstone of the freeness of salvation within his thought.146 Yet the 
structure of Perkins’ theology drew such a tight nexus between grace and duty that those 
who heard his sermons or read his books may well have perceived that the Christian life 
was concerned essentially with performance.147 As Richard Hawkes states, ‘If anything, 
the Puritan theology is a victim of its own intricacy, for though it attempts to reflect all 
the affirmations of Scripture, it opens itself up to misunderstanding by its continual 
paradoxical qualifications.’ 148 The case studies of Baxter’s interactions with Katherine 
Gell, Mary Rich and Mary Rogers appear to reveal a similar difficulty in the application 
of Baxter’s theology. As these women encountered Baxter’s exhortations to godly living, 
including the practice of meditation, what dominated their response was a sense of 
personal failure. The message they heard was that the Christian life was an exacting
146 Young Jae Timothy Song, Theology and Piety in the Reformed Federal Thought of William Perkins and 
John Preston (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1998), esp. 49-59. Cf. Beeke, Quest, 83-98; Mark R. 
Shaw, "Drama in the Meeting House: The Concept of Conversion in the Theology of William Perkins," 
Westminster Theological Journal 45,(1983), 68-70.
147 This is at the heart of the critique of the Puritans by the so-called antinomians, as expounded by 
Bozeman, Precisianist Strain', Como, Blown by the Spirit', Cooper, "Antinomians Redeemed."
I4S Richard M. Hawkes, "The Logic of Grace in John Owen, D. D.: An Analysis, Exposition, and Defense 
of John Owen's Puritan Theology of Grace" (Ph.D, Westminster Theological Seminary, 1987), 155. Cited 
from Song, Theology and Piety, 77. Cf. Bozeman’s comments with regard to the difficulties of John Cotton 
communicating the subtleties of his theology to the lay members of his congregation. See Bozeman, 
Precisianist Strain, 287. Note also Giles Firmin comment which suggests that this concern might have been 
characteristic of English practical divinity: ‘They that read our English practical Divines, either they do not 
mind what they read, or understand not what they read, (the case of too many I fear.) See ‘To the Christian 
Reader’, in Firmin, The Real Christian, sig. B3r.
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business that required careful attention to a set of duties. Anything less than a 
wholehearted commitment to the fulfilment of these responsibilities was spiritually 
perilous. It is true that Baxter wrote of divine grace and empowerment, and of the 
weakness of the human soul in serving God, ideas which could ease the sense of burden 
upon tender consciences. But it appears that these motifs were drowned out by a more 
dominant theme: that good deeds and holy living were the great marks of those who were 
truly redeemed, and that earnest application to duties such as meditation was the mark of 
authentic holiness. Yet something even more significant is apparent in the spiritual lives 
of these three women. In keeping with other practical Divines, and as explained in 
chapter three, Baxter connected authentic piety with affectional response and effective 
practice. This means that to forge the genuine Puritan persona, the believer must (1) carry 
out the duty, (2) do so with a sincere heart, and (3) attain the true ends intended by the 
duty in terms of feeling and action. This is where Cell, Rich and Rogers (to different 
degrees) encountered difficulty. Too often there was a shortfall between their sincere 
desires and their actual emotional states and behaviour, resulting in the adverse 
psychological and spiritual conditions described above.149 It seems that most of the 
pastoral input they had received, particularly that which came by means of published 
treatises, contributed to these problems rather than bringing them to resolution. The 
consolatory message of God’s grace to human sinners does not, therefore, always appear 
to have been the dominant message communicated to the communities that fell under the 
influence of English practical divinity.
149 Cf. Paul Seaver’s comment concerning the piety of the Puritan artisan, Nehemiah Wallington: ‘As he 
was to discover over and over again, the desire to live a life of holy obedience and the capacity to live 
according to God’s holy will were two quite different things.’ Paul S. Seaver, Wallington's World: A 
Puritan Artisan in Seventeenth-Century London (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1985), 35.
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As the case studies reveal, however, Baxter was well able to take account of 
subtle differences in Christian experience when pastoring at an individual level. He could 
moderate or transform his language and tone. In so doing, he was able to communicate, 
when needed, a more reassuring message to those who sought his counsel. Baxter’s 
letters to Katherine Gell were far more concerned with encouraging her that she was in a 
state of grace than demanding a more steadfast application to the duties of Christian 
living, even if she had difficulty in believing what he said. In the light of the more 
sophisticated pastoral ministry that was enabled by dealing with people at this private 
level, it is understandable that Baxter was such a staunch advocate for personal 
catechising. He knew from experience how this form of ministry of the word could be 
particularly effective. Similarly, he was aware of the benefits that could accrue to 
troubled souls when they subjected themselves to the direction of ‘a judicious, godly, 
faithful ministry’.150 By means of effective pastoral practice, therefore, the perceived 
demands of the life of faith could be adjusted to suit individual circumstances.
As was the case for many other Puritan writers, Baxter’s concern to emphasise the 
responsibilities of Christian living finds a level of explanation in the context in which he 
was ministering. The desire for a fully reformed England was as yet unrealised. 
Antinomianism and sectarianism stood in the way of further progress towards this end. 
Then there was Baxter’s fear of the ‘natural antinomianism’ that he believed was 
predominant within the human heart.151 Pastors needed to be ever vigilant to this 
tendency, and to the impiety that it bred, lest those under their cure besmirched the ideal 
of holy living for which they had been made. Furthermore, writing in this situation of
150 Baxter, RMPC, PW2, 970.
151 Richard Baxter’s Confutation of a Dissertation for the Justification of Infidels, in RBA, 288.
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what he perceived to be spiritual lethargy, where he adjudged that many were not truly 
converted, Baxter would not want to offer false assurance by over-stressing a message of 
grace to people whose lives showed no evidence of true repentance. Indeed, he warned 
his colleagues to be pastorally alert in this regard: ‘I would desire every Divine to beware 
that he tell not the unsanctified, that whoever hath the least degree of Love to God for 
himself ... shall certainly be saved.’ It was the ‘Predominant habit’ of the soul that 
counted as evidence of bona fide faith.152 But, as noted earlier, Baxter believed that 
faithful performance of duties was evidence of such authenticity and a means to find 
comfort when faced with doubts about one’s spiritual condition —‘want of action must 
needs cause want of assurance’, he wrote.153 The dominant thrust of his published 
pastoral advice, therefore, was to direct his readers towards the requirements of holy 
living.
This tendency within the Puritan approach to piety to accentuate the human 
response in the life of sanctification was even more pronounced within Baxter’s thought 
than in many other English practical Divines. The difference in emphasis between Baxter 
and John Owen regarding the work of Spirit was noted above. Another example is the 
way that various writers promoted the practice of meditation. The controversy between 
Baxter and Giles Firmin demonstrates that Baxter was steadfast in making a particular 
pattern of meditation a requirement of faithful Christian living and he was not prepared to 
shift from this position unless exceptional circumstances (such as the presence of 
melancholia) existed.154 Other writers were much more willing to be flexible at this point 
and were cautious in what they asked of their readers. Consider the approach of Edmund
152 Baxter, Of Saving Faith (London, 1658), 93-4.
153 Baxter, SER, PW3, 179. Cf. RMPC, PW 2,899, 923,939.
154 Cf. Powicke, "Saints Everlasting Rest," 456-60.
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Calamy: ‘I will not lay burdens upon you, I know there may be such occasions that you 
cannot; but ordinarily that you would as often as you can, make conscience to accustom 
your selves to this necessary and long-neglected duty of Divine Meditation.’156 Similarly 
with Thomas White, who considered meditation of great value but steered away from 
providing ‘too great a Number of Particulars’ regarding its practice lest he ‘overcharge or 
affright New Beginners’.156 Firmin also made reference to his personal dealings with 
Nathaniel Rogers, who ‘was ever very tender and careful that he spake nothing which 
should perplex or trouble a poor sincere Christian’ .157 Rogers believed meditation was a 
Christian duty, but Firmin noted that he would not set forth a manner for so doing, for he 
thought it inappropriate ‘to impose that upon the people of God, which he could not find 
God himself to impose.’168 One senses a difference in tone within such writings compared 
to the strictness that issued from Baxter’s pen.
There are a number of factors that have been highlighted in the course of this 
study that may have contributed to the amplification of the human role in sanctification 
within Baxter’s standpoint on the Christian life. First, his exposure to much immoral and 
godless behaviour while serving as a Chaplain during the Civil Wars left him deeply 
convinced that genuine faith would always issue in a holy lifestyle. Throughout his life 
he remained extremely wary of any religious expression that exhibited libertine 
tendencies, or any theological system that tended to the same. His belief that holiness was 
of the esse of faith, combined with his suspiciousness of the human heart, drove him to 
accentuate the duties that he perceived were necessary to the devout life. Second, his
155 Calamy, Divine Meditation, 206.
156 White, Divine Meditation, 509-10.
157 Firmin, The Real Christian, 321.
158 Ibid.
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idiosyncratic doctrine of justification carried an inherent bias toward the place of human
action. ‘[T|he continuance and accomplishment of Justification is not without the joynt
procurement of obedience’, he wrote, and thus his concern for the execution of Christian
responsibilities was understandable.159 Third, the inclusion of a faculty o f ‘active power’
at the centre of his psychological understanding meant that to be human was to be a
person of accomplishment, who not only thought and believed certain truths but also gave
expression to them in life practice. All in all, therefore, Baxter’s doctrine of sanctification
was an outworking of his personal experience and theological understanding.
Baxter could have paid more careful attention to the variety of sorts and
conditions of those to whom his treatises were addressed. As Firmin expressed, the
spiritual condition of the readers of English practical divinity was not monochrome:
... though there are in these dayes in England a company of as proud, high flown, self-conceited 
Professors, blown up with apprehensions of their own abilities, as ever England bare, nay, never 
the like, and so these have need of a rowzing and sharp Pen; yet remember there are also a 
company of poor, trembling, laden Christians, sitting in darkness; others with the conflicts they 
have with long and strong temptations from within, from without, are almost quite discouraged, 
and beaten out of all hopes; what the Word commands us to preach and write we must do so, let 
sin, corruptions, discontents, &c. have no better language than the Word gives them; lay on duty, 
press to duty, we crave no favour here; only let us preach and write as those that feel the burdens 
of tempted Souls160
Perhaps Baxter’s meditative advice would have proven to have been of assistance 
to a greater number of people if he had expressed it less assertively and with more 
empathy towards the manifold sorts and conditions that partook of the human frame. 
Furthermore, because the theological concepts that underpinned his views on Christian 
behaviour were often expressed in a sophisticated and convoluted manner, later 
generations were inclined to jettison his doctrinal formulations and appropriate only his
159 Baxter, AJ, 302.
160 Firmin, The Real Christian, 309.
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practical advice, a tendency that ‘facilitated the rise of a moralistic theology’161 which 
continued to emphasise demand at the expense of consolation. Baxter’s motivations were 
commendable, but their execution bore a cost.
Conclusion
Enriching spiritual experience and heightened godliness were not the only issue from 
Baxter’s encouragements to meditate. While he had developed a theological system that 
was consistent with the essentials of Protestant thought, and gave due attention to both 
grace and duty in the conduct of the Christian life, the accent within his approach fell on 
the side of duty. This emphasis, evident throughout his treatises of practical divinity and 
apparent in the places where he offered exhortations in the practice of meditation, proved 
a difficulty to some of his readers, who felt burdened by what was asked of them and 
succumbed to guilt and inertia in the face of these requirements. Baxter was able to 
attenuate these perceptions about the demanding nature of the prescriptions he advocated 
when dealing with individuals on a personal basis, and thereby offer a level of spiritual 
consolation that was pastorally beneficial. But most of his readers never had access to 
such private counsel; one wonders how many of them may have experienced a level of 
spiritual despair at their inability to meditate in the manner advocated by Baxter.
The stress upon duty within Baxter’s approach to practical divinity heightened an 
existing tendency within English practical divinity, especially that espoused by Puritan 
writers. It was not that Puritan practical divinity had lost sight of the doctrines of grace or
161 Trueman, "Bayly and Baxter," 64. Note also Cooper’s comment that Baxter ‘was a willing participant in 
the seventeenth-century rise of moralism’. See Cooper, Fear and Polemic, 194. Cf. Powicke, "Saints 
Everlasting Rest," 460.
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lacked theological and intellectual coherence. But that coherence, garnered through fine 
distinctions and careful theological argumentation, proved to be beyond the 
understanding of many of those who sat in churches week by week. Moreover, the fact 
that these writers were ever mindful of the deceitfulness of the human heart meant that 
exhortations to diligent action were often more prominent than the reminders of gracious 
divine love. For Baxter, for whom holiness of life was of the essence of Christian 
experience, these tendencies were even more pronounced, and it appears that some 
exposed to his writings found them to be spiritually incapacitating. As an exemplar of 
English practical divinity, Baxter’s approach to the life of piety pushed assiduousness to a 
new height.
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C o n clu sio n
The theory and practice of meditation within the thought of Richard Baxter stands in 
continuity with an indigenous strain of meditation that had developed within English 
Protestant divinity in the latter part of the sixteenth-century. From an initial concern to 
take seriously the biblical injunction to meditate on God’s word ‘day and night,’ a more 
formal procedure for meditation evolved that encompassed deliberation on a wide range 
of topics and made use of the imagination and the senses to facilitate its desired ends. 
Baxter affirmed this more systematic approach and appropriated much from the method 
of writers within this tradition, especially Joseph Hall and John Downame. Like these and 
other Protestant divines, however, Baxter’s method can be distinguished from Roman 
Catholic counterparts. Ever sensitive to the danger of lapsing into idolatry, his technique 
operated within the bounds of what he believed to be Scriptural norms. The senses and 
imagination were tools that could be used to goad the other faculties in the ways of 
godliness, but given the fallen nature of the human frame, Baxter was aware that they 
were fallible guides and so should be exercised within specific guidelines. Thus certain 
topics and practices common within Catholic approaches were shunned, and Baxter 
advocated only what had biblical endorsement or could be justified in the light of a 
biblically based theological system. He was convinced that his own carefully constructed 
and unified understanding of all reality was just such a scheme. As well as the biblical 
and anti-idolatry focus of Baxter’s method, it also differed from sixteenth and 
seventeenth-century Catholic approaches at the soteriological level. Meditation was not a 
means to attaining salvation. Baxter did urge unbelievers to meditate, but by this he
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meant careful reflection upon God’s revealed truth as a spur to conversion through 
change wrought in the mind and will. The practice was not a procedure for gradual 
growth in holiness for those unconvinced of their eternal status. The three-fold way of 
spiritual advancement that was common within Catholicism, where the practitioner 
moved through stages of purgation and illumination before finally achieving union with 
God, had been overturned by the Protestant doctrine of justification by faith that placed 
union with Christ as a gift of grace at the beginning of Christian experience rather than a 
goal to be striven for, and Baxter’s method reflected this Protestant principle. For Baxter, 
meditation was a means of sanctification, that is, a process whereby the regenerate could 
grow in their service of God and love for him. Even when his method echoed the 
sequences or language of some of the Catholic models, it was cast in a different light by 
the Protestant presuppositions that underpinned it.
English practical divinity was not the only stream of influence upon Baxter’s 
meditative theory —he also owed a debt to a devotional tradition within western 
Christendom that pre-dated the period of the Reformation. From its inception, the 
Protestant movement maintained its essential Catholicity and continued to affirm much of 
what had been taught and practised from pre-Reformation times, including some aspects 
of piety. English practical divines had imbibed elements of this devotional tradition, and 
thus Baxter was exposed to it via their mediating influence. More significant, however, 
was his extensive reading program that granted him direct access to a wide range of 
thinking about the nature of Christian life and practice. Baxter, in the tradition of 
Augustine, Bernard, Bonaventure, Gerson, and others, was convinced that true 
knowledge of God changed affections and behaviour—love for God and dedication to his
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service were the marks of the true believer. The Christian life was a journey towards an 
end-point when these realities would dominate all existence, and the rational soul ought 
to live now in the light of this future. Thus, for Baxter, ‘heavenly mindedness’ was of the 
essence of Christian living. And the crucial means to promote it was heavenly meditation, 
where the glory of dwelling in the presence of God and his saints was paraded before the 
mind’s eye. Many had previously affirmed the importance of meditating upon heaven, 
but Baxter elevated the practice to a new level of importance within English practical 
divinity and provided a specific method for its practice. This was his most significant 
contribution to Christian meditation.
Baxter was a zealous advocate for the practice of meditation because he believed 
that it was a means to reforming the English nation. His early theological investigations 
and certain experiences at formative periods of his life led him to identify with the 
Puritans and their agenda to complete what they perceived to be the as yet unfinished 
work of reformation. The turmoil in political, social and ecclesiological life that 
accompanied the Civil War and its aftermath, including the perceived threats of popery 
and antinomianism, heightened the need for reform. For Baxter, the strategy to produce 
such change was dependent upon effective pastoral ministry in local communities, 
supported by a godly magistracy. Pastors needed to ensure that those entrusted to their 
care were converted and then seek to progress them in holiness of life by means of an 
incisive ministry of the word and solid church discipline. For the word to achieve its full 
effect, however, it needed to penetrate beyond the level of intellectual acknowledgement, 
move the will, and issue in effective practice. Meditation was a discipline that facilitated 
this end, and Baxter therefore formed the conviction that it was an essential duty for all
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Christians. As the faithful throughout the land diligently applied themselves to meditation 
they would be empowered in holy living, consequently exerting a pervasive influence for 
good at all levels of society. Over time he hoped that England might become a godly 
kingdom and model to other nations.
Underlying Baxter’s specific method of meditation was his understanding of the 
workings of the human soul. Consistent with other Puritans he acknowledged that divine 
influence in human life was normally mediated through the natural processes of the 
soul’s functioning. The rational soul was comprised of three faculties—intellect, will and 
active power—and all are at work in the meditative process. The intellect fulfilled a vital 
role in enabling the individual to focus upon the truths made known by divine revelation, 
a function made necessary by the corrupting effects of sin that had inverted the God 
intended order of governance of the soul. Thus, instead of the lower faculty of sensitive 
appetite being permitted the ascendant position, resulting in indulgent sensuality, the 
intellect, by means of the renewing work of the Spirit, rules and directs the operations of 
the soul. The restoration of reason, however, is not sufficient to produce holy living.
Truth must be worked upon the heart and affections, thereby moving the will and 
eliciting godly action. Baxter’s three-stage process of meditation, involving 
consideration, soliloquy and prayer, is not strictly a linear model where each stage is 
moved through sequentially, but is a description of key elements that take full account of 
psychological functioning to ensure that meditation achieves its aim of improvement of 
life. By means of careful reflection upon divine truth in consideration, preaching of those 
truths to the heart in the process of soliloquy so that they are deeply affecting and life 
changing, and speaking in prayer to the most elevated object that can occupy one’s
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thoughts, the soul is renewed and transformed. While granting a significant role to human 
reason, the method is not rationalistic, because effectiveness is dependent upon divine 
empowerment. However, due to Baxter’s idiosyncratic placement o f ‘active power’ as a 
third component of the rational soul, thereby grounding right action at the core of the 
soul’s true functioning, his approach does have a tendency to emphasise meditation as a 
duty in way that could be perceived as being unduly demanding or even legalistic.
Both Baxter’s method of meditation and his endorsement of it as a necessary 
Christian duty were shaped by his own personal experience. The expectation that he 
would die following the collapse of his health in 1647 while serving as an army chaplain 
led him to meditate upon the heavenly rest promised to the faithful and he found solace in 
the experience. These meditations formed the beginning of The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 
his key treatise on the topic of heavenly meditation that espoused methodological 
principles from which he never departed in the ensuing decades of his pastoral and 
writing ministry. Throughout the rest of his life he continued to draw upon this activity as 
a means to calm his fears, assuage his doubts, kindle his love and obedience for God, and 
to prompt him to deeper communion with this divine benefactor. Having found such 
sustenance in meditation, he believed it was beholden upon him to explain the method 
and encourage others in it.
Baxter’s approach to meditation was received with warmth and approbation as 
well as with concern that he was propounding a method that was too difficult for would- 
be practitioners. Many reported that meditating in the way that Baxter specified enlivened 
their spiritual condition and there is evidence of numerous pastors endorsing his method 
and other aspects of his approach to the life of piety. Especially commended was his
386
emphasis upon meditation upon heaven, a feature that found further dissemination within 
the ongoing protestant meditative tradition. For others, however, what Baxter advocated 
was spiritually perilous. They perceived that Baxter—as with many other Puritan writers 
and English practical divines—had a tendency to accentuate the human response in the 
life of sanctification in a way that bore a significant cost. Although his approach to the 
godly life was grounded within a theological system that emphasised the Protestant 
principle that salvation was by faith alone, his stress upon the duties that flowed from a 
genuine and living faith proved burdensome to some of his readers. One such duty was 
that of meditation, and the requirements he advocated resulted in feelings of guilt and 
inadequacy for some practitioners rather than the heightened spiritual fervour that Baxter 
believed was the true issue from the faithful exercise of this discipline.
Baxter’s desire to see the work of reformation completed and for his nation to be 
transformed into a holy commonwealth ultimately proved unsuccessful. His pastoral 
strategy, with its emphasis upon catechising and discipline, produced noteworthy results 
amongst those within the parish of Kidderminster where he laboured throughout the 
1640’s and 1650’s. The practice of meditation was one of the duties advocated by Baxter 
as he engaged in his clerical work, and while the spiritual change that issued from his 
ministry cannot be credited to this activity alone, it is reasonable to conclude that it did 
play a role in such renewal. Furthermore, by means of ministerial associations, a similar 
strategy for reform was adopted throughout many counties in England, and in the late 
1650’s Baxter held genuine hopes that England might become a holy commonwealth. 
However such movements were nullified following the Restoration of the monarchy, and
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the consequent religious settlement was characterised by a return to more traditional 
forms of parish ministry that failed to yield the ‘laborious holines’ that Baxter sought.
Richard Baxter’s approach to meditation was not, therefore, an attempt to 
synthesise two rival devotional traditions but rather was an outworking of a set of factors 
arising from his personal beliefs, intellectual commitments and historical circumstances. 
He became a leading exponent within an existing tradition of Protestant meditation and 
made his own contribution to this tradition via his emphasis upon the contemplation of 
heaven and providing a method for such a practice. The evidence suggests that this 
procedure proved to be of spiritual benefit for many but, as was the tendency within 
much English practical divinity, left others with a greater awareness of their spiritual 
incapacity in a way that created some difficulties for their development in the life of faith.
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